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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Shahram Khosravi

Throughout my fieldwork among people who have been deported to 
Afghanistan, a term coming back in conversations has been bi sarneveshti, 
which literally means lacking destiny, or condition of destinylessness. 
The term expresses a feeling of uncertainty, suspension, and purpose-
lessness, many experience after deportation. The term “destiny” coming 
from Latin is the root of the term “destination.” For many deportees the 
sense of lacking destiny is intertwined with lacking destination. A feeling 
of being lost is recurrent in the testimonies by deportees throughout all 
chapters in this book.

This book is about what happens to people after deportation. 
Deportation studies have increased drastically since the early 2000s; 
almost a decade after migration had been increasingly criminalised. 
Deportation studies started to grow at the same time as migration 
regimes increasingly adopted an approach based on “penality,” i.e., 
physical sanctions targeting non-nationals, manifested in detention and 
deportation, producing a general condition of “migrant illegality” and 
“deportability” (De Genova 2002).

Although there has been a growing literature on detention and depor-
tation, academic research on what happens after deportation is scarce. 

© The Author(s) 2018 
S. Khosravi (ed.), After Deportation, Global Ethics,  
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The limits of deportation studies have often coincided with the national 
borders of the deporting countries. There is a risk that lack of atten-
tion towards what happens after deportation would naturalise and rein-
force the idea of nation-states,—what has been called “methodological 
nationalism.” The body of literature—at least published in English—on 
what happens after deportation is small but nascent (e.g., Boehm 2016; 
Collyer 2012; Coutin 2016; Galvin 2015; Golash-Boza 2015; Hiemstra 
2012; Schuster and Majidi 2013). This edited volume, covering geo-
graphical variety and with significant theoretical and empirical findings, 
aims to contribute to this new, but growing, research field.

spAtiAl And temporAl stretching of AbAndonment

Natalie Peutz’s (2006) call for an anthropology of removal has been 
a call for approaching deportation not as a simple and single reloca-
tion of a person from deporting country to the country of citizenship 
but rather as a process that spans long periods of time and geographical 
areas. Deportation involves a variety of people and institutions, depor-
tees, their families and communities (Hasselberg this volume), and a set 
of economic relations (Walters 2016). Rather than a divided process in 
pre- and post-deportation, we see a spatial and temporal stretching of 
expulsion, from the condition of deportability in the host country to the 
“estranged citizenship” in the country of origin. The experience of many 
deportees is “double abandonment” (Lecadet 2013), expelled from one 
country and outcast in another. Like the condition of undocumented-
ness, social abandonment after deportation produces a “certain form of 
spatial and temporal distribution of possibilities” (Keshavarz 2016, p. 
263). Deportation engenders an abject social status, a position in the 
society, formed by practices that continue long after the forced removal. 
Deportation and its outcomes, thus, stretch over several countries and 
over a longer period. Financial hardship, facing discrimination in the 
labour and housing market, stigmatisation, lack of access to social ser-
vices and sometimes even protection, and cultural estrangement are usual 
difficulties with which deportees struggle.

The degree of success in becoming socially embedded in society after 
deportation (Ruben et al. 2009) depends on intersections of several fac-
tors, such as class, gender, age, and ethnicity. Social groups who gener-
ally experience a high degree of discrimination, such as ethnic minorities 
(see Khosravi 2016) and women (see de Regt and Tafesse 2015), face 
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many more challenges to reach a state of embeddedness after deporta-
tion than other groups. Similarly, age is of significance as well. Younger 
deportees, who have spent their formative years in the country they were 
deported from, have more difficulty to establish networks and to find 
their place in the society. Not unusually, those who grew up in the host 
country do not even master the language, assumed to be their “mother 
tongue.” Furthermore, a gap between their education prior to deporta-
tion and the education system in the country they are deported to pre-
vents them from moving forward. Likewise, skills they have obtained are 
not always relevant and educational certificates, if available at all, are not 
always translatable or recognised and, therefore, may not be useful after 
deportation (RSN 2016).

Furthermore, as chapters in this volume show, deportation gener-
ally affects both the deportees and the receiving communities negatively. 
Remittances, i.e., the source of livelihood for many poor families, vanish. 
Moreover, deportees find themselves in societies that are already struggling 
with high rates of unemployment, social insecurity, political instability, and, 
in some cases, with internal displacement. This may have been part of the 
context in which they or their family decided to leave in the first place.

Part of the condition of “estranged citizenship” is disrecognition of 
deportees’ citizenship. In some cases deportees have even difficulties 
to obtain ID cards in the countries they are citizens of. For instance, 
the majority of young Afghans deported from European countries to 
Afghanistan were born and grew up in Iran or Pakistan. Subsequently, 
it is not unusual that they are denied Afghan national ID cards, para-
doxically, by the same state that let them be deported to Afghanistan as 
Afghan nationals. In other cases, the authorities stamp signs on ID cards 
of deportees, which consequently would lead to easily identifying them 
and thereby excluding them from labour and housing markets.

Furthermore, the hyper-visibility of deportees, tattoos, foreign 
clothing styles and body movements, accents, or their signed ID cards 
make them easy targets of police harassment. As several of the chap-
ters in this volume show (e.g., Weber and Powell; Rodkey) deportees 
are often scapegoats for worsening crime and other social problems 
(see Kanstroom 2012). Deportees are a stigmatised group because they 
are seen as criminal, failed in the migratory project (Plambech this vol-
ume) and “culturally contaminated” (Hasselberg this volume; RSN 
2016; Schuster and Majidi 2013). Post-deportation stigma is gendered. 
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Labelling and stigmatisation of women is documented in several chap-
ters. However, men also experience a gendered stigma while unable to 
be provider for their families (Golash-Boza 2013; Turnbull this volume). 
With marked bodies, deportees find themselves isolated in the commu-
nity supposed to be their “home.” They hide themselves or try to pass 
as non-deportees for instance by “keeping up appearances” (Gerlach this 
volume). The condition of social abandonment is experienced by being 
regarded as both “failed citizen” and “failed migrant” before and after 
deportation.

Deportees in their country of citizenship are turned into denizens 
with limited access to their citizenship rights. As several chapters in this 
volume show, while stigmatised as deportee, people’s rights can be sus-
pended, rejected, delayed, and denied. They are left vulnerable not only 
to the violence of the state, but also to the violence of ordinary citi-
zens. Individuals may be in even more danger after the deportation than 
before, particularly in countries where seeking asylum or, as Alpes (this 
volume) shows, “none-admissibility” in the Global North is itself a pun-
ishable offence. This is how the condition of post-deportation character-
ised by fear, anxiety, uncertainty, and insecurity, resembles the condition 
of undocumentedness prior to the deportation.

neoliberAl deportAtion

As several scholars have argued, deportation has become a crucial strat-
egy for contemporary neoliberal capitalism (Andrijasevic and Walters 
2010; De Genova 2002; Golash-Boza 2015). Deportation has been inte-
grated into the neoliberal policies of social abandonment, that expose 
vulnerable groups to multiple expulsions from communities, the labour 
market, the housing market, the spheres of security, the health care sys-
tem, the education system, and state protection. Without reducing 
deportation merely to the logic of neoliberalism, however, making visible 
that deportation is an instrument of neoliberalism, provides a perspective 
that helps us to clearly understand the current regime of deportation (see 
Andrijasevic and Walter 2010).

As the essays in this collection show, deportation means the with-
drawal of the state, as provider of services and protection, both in the 
host country and the country of citizenship, while at the same time a 
moralising and “responsibilising” project aims to turn deportees into 
responsible, risk-taking, entrepreneurial, and ethical subjects. one 



1 INTRoDUCTIoN  5

deportation technique is to make deportees believe that they have con-
trol over their lives before and after deportation.

The deportee is regarded simultaneously both as a child unable to 
understand what is in his or her interest and as an adult responsible for 
his or her deeds and choices (Khosravi 2009). The adjective “voluntary” 
in relation to return/deportation shows the contradiction very well. As 
Andrijasevic and Walters (2010, p. 993) show, “voluntary” seems to 
designate in reality an absence of viable options rather than a deliberate 
choice. This self-governing aspect of deportation is a salient feature of 
neoliberalism (Golash-Boza 2015). The neoliberal moralising and edu-
cative feature of deportation can be seen in the etymology of the word 
deport, derived from old French, and have same root as deportment 
meaning “to behave, to carry or conduct oneself well.” The pedagogi-
cal aspect of deportation is shown in several chapters. For instance Sine 
Plambech (this volume) demonstrates how women in her field study, 
in order to get financial assistance from the Assisted Voluntary Return 
and Reintegration (AVRR) programme, attempt to perform “the good 
deportee”, i.e., an entrepreneurial subject who is capable of self-man-
agement and self-development—the ideal neoliberal subject. Likewise, 
for Dominican deportees, a letter of good conduct (carta de buena con-
ducta) is a prerequisite for gaining access to the labour market (Golash-
Boza and Ceciliano this volume).

Neoliberal economic rationalisation has become increasingly incor-
porated in deportation logic, for instance through using economic 
incentives to turn a failed asylum seeker in the host country into a 
prospective business owner in the country of citizenship. Moreover, 
“management” of deportation has been conducted more and more 
in collaboration between governments, private companies, Non-
Governmental organisations (NGos), and development agencies 
(Collyer this volume).

The observations made in this book are in line with Golash-Boza’s 
argument (2015) that the emergence of the age of deportation is a 
consequence of the neoliberal cycle of global capitalism. She sees mass 
deportation as a part of the policy of controlling the surplus labour, 
interconnected with outsourcing, the privatisation of society, and with-
drawal of the state. The neoliberal turn goes hand in hand with a sys-
tem of global Apartheid that intends to sustain the class-based and 
racialised separation between those with the right to free mobility and 
those exposed to forced immobility. one function of deportation is to 
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keep two worlds separated from each other. one cosmopolitan, a world 
of surplus rights of mobility, and the other one a world of checkpoints, 
borders, queues, gates, detentions, and removal.

The condition of deportability renders migrant workers to be a “dis-
tinctly disposable commodity” and creates a flexible and docile labour 
force (De Genova 2002). Deportation as a form of mobility control 
of workers is crucial for maintaining the wage gap between the Global 
North and the Global South. Deportation intends to immobilise work-
ers and thereby sustains wage differences. There is a direct link between 
outsourcing to countries with low wages and restriction of mobility of 
the people of those countries (Jones 2016). Deportation preserves and 
reproduces social inequalities and global injustices. Deportation aims 
to maintain the unequal access to resources, and thereby upholds the 
unequal distribution of wealth. For example, Bangladesh, providing one 
of the lowest-wage labour forces for global capitalism, with 20 million 
workers in the transnational garment corporations alone, is also one of 
the countries with the lowest mobility opportunities. Bangladeshi citi-
zens can only travel to 37 countries (other poor countries in the Global 
South) without a visa while German passport holders can travel to more 
than 170 countries without a visa.

Recently several deportation scholars have paid attention to the rela-
tionship between mass deportation and outsourcing and offshoring 
(Golash-Boza 2015; Rodkey 2016). Mass deportation provides a flexible 
and culturally suitable labour force that is bilingual and has the “right” 
cultural capital, for transnational corporations. Rodkey (this volume) 
demonstrates that deportees grown up in the USA who speak English 
fluently and are familiar with American society make the optimal work-
force for American companies moving to the Dominican Republic in 
search for cheap-wage labour. Deportees are spatially expelled from the 
Global North, to be included in the capitalist system outsourced to the 
Global South. Thus rather than merely being excluded, deportees are, 
in Giorgio Agamben’s meaning, abandoned, i.e., “exposed and threat-
ened on the threshold in which life and law, outside and inside, become 
undistinguished. It is literally not possible to say whether the one who 
has been banned is outside or inside the juridical order” (Agamben 
1998, p. 28). This is the sovereign abandonment, an inclusive exclusion. 
Ethnographies in several of the chapters in this volume demonstrate this 
logic of inclusive exclusion at work in deportation regimes.
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deportees’ time

Deportation is not only the removal of a person spatially but also tem-
porally. Many have spent a long time in the host country before being 
deported. They, particularly long-term residents, have worked, built net-
works, paid taxes, and spent time to become accustomed with language 
and culture. The time they invested to accumulate these forms of social 
capital is lost in a large extent. As Lauran Martin (2015) puts it: depor-
tees are dispossessed of their time they had before removal. The Afghan 
men in Majidi’s chapter have left behind unpaid salaries (work time) in 
Iran. In Hasselberg’s chapter, young Americans have left their youth 
behind and in Turnbull’s chapter, deportees have left their children. By 
being spatially removed, they are also robbed of an amount of time.

The socio-political conditions of post-deportation generates its 
own temporality. That many, particularly long-term residents, experi-
ence post-deportee life as exile (Coutin 2016) or diaspora (Kanstroom 
2012) reveals the fact that life is experienced by deportees as fragmented, 
interrupted, and scattered in the same way exile and diaspora are usu-
ally experienced in the form of a broken link between time and place. 
Lacking a place, either within the family or in the society (a job, house, 
one’s own family, a secure future) makes deportees experience time as 
broken and the life cycle as interrupted.

one feature of becoming “estranged citizen” after deportation is a 
sense of “not being in-time with others” or a sense of non-simultaneity 
that emerges from the lack of “the sense that others are doing at the 
same time things that are meaningfully related to your own experience” 
(Boyarin 1994, p. 17). Similar to the original diasporic groups, a tactic 
for deportees to resynchronise themselves is by maintaining links and 
ties to the host country where they had spent a long time before depor-
tation. Through cultural ties, celebrating national festivals, practicing 
the language, activating personal networks, and maintaining a transna-
tional parenting role, deportees counter the rejection they face through 
deportation (Coutin 2016, p. 160). As shown in ethnographies by con-
tributors in this book deportees construct a transnational grammar of 
simultaneity (see Zilberg 2004).

Lacking a place and a position easily becomes an experience of what 
Victor Turner (1969) calls liminality, a transitory stage between two 
social positions, between two stages of life. For deportees, liminality is 
not only a stage of transition but rather of “stuckedness” (Hage 2009), 
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caught in a position of betwixt and between structures. Accordingly, the 
individual’s liminal status is socially and structurally ambiguous. The loss 
of social status and role in society results in social invisibility, which, in 
turn, generates vulnerability. Furthermore inhabitants of the liminality, 
such as deportees, are seen as dangerous or polluting because of their 
very unclassifiability (Douglas 1966). When liminality is turned into 
a protracted waiting, the very structure of social life is temporarily sus-
pended. Echeverri Zuluaga uses suspension to refer to “the interruption 
of social ties … as well as to a temporal slowing manifest in the absence 
of plans in the present, plans deferred to the future, prolonged waiting, 
and the inability to improve one’s life condition” (Echeverri Zuluaga 
2015, p. 593). It is not unusual for deportees to use terms such as “dead 
time” or “a time of death” when talking about their lives. others use 
terms such as chaos and confusion (Boehm 2016), boredom (Hasselberg 
this volume) or “being lost” (Majidi this volume) to express the existen-
tial precariousness they find themselves in.

The deportees’ time is characterised by waithood, either in pre-depor-
tation detention or afterward in the country they are deported to. They 
are constantly waiting for something to happen, for decisions and assis-
tance coming from others, from the authorities, NGos, family members 
back in the country they are deported from, a chance to remigrate. The 
dependence on decisions of others leads to a patronising relationship, 
which means that the deportee has to surrender to the authority of oth-
ers, such as NGos or international organisations.

For young people deportation means postponement of future plans 
and a disruption in the linear stages of the life cycle from adolescence to 
social adulthood. The consequence of protracted unemployment, irregu-
lar employment and housing, and the dependence on others is that the 
time of being “adolescent” has become longer. Youth seems to be no 
longer a transitional stage but an indefinite position of not becoming or in 
words of young Afghan deportees “not arriving” (be jaiye naresidan)—
referring to not making achievements in life. Ja in Dari means place and 
location, but also position and stable social status. When goals of migra-
tion are not achieved and when one fails in establishing new life after 
deportation, a feeling of incompleteness is engendered.

However, several chapters in this volume demonstrate that, despite 
suspension, deportees are engaged in ceaseless attempts to improve 
their situation, networking, political mobilisation (Lecadet this volume), 
starting a business, and planning for remigration. Not unusually, while 
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not seeing any “future” in the place they were forcibly removed to and 
where the prospect of a better life will not be actualised, they seek it else-
where and in remigration. As several studies and several chapters in this 
volume show, it is common among deportees to express a desire to remi-
grate, which is an attempt to “achieve goals thwarted by deportation” 
(Schuster and Majidi 2013). Remigration is a way to resist the petrifying 
immobility imposed on them by deportation. As Nicholas De Genova 
writes in the Afterword (this volume), we see “the autonomy of depor-
tation,” as an autonomy and subjectivity of the deported against their 
predicament of deportation. A United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) report shows that up to 80 percent of the people 
forcibly removed to Kabul attempt to remigrate within a short period 
(Gladwell and Elwyn 2012). Remigration is an attempt to reclaim the 
time they had spent elsewhere, and to reclaim a future they had invested 
in in the country from which they have been deported. They are stuck 
between on the one side a powerful transnational apparatus that forci-
bly expels them from the Global North and on the other side the cir-
cumstances and the forces that push them towards emigration from the 
Global South. Mobility, imagined or real, is a strategy to cope with the 
oppressive condition of deportation and post-deportation. The situation 
many deportees find themselves in is diasporic, constantly on the move 
without arriving, a diaspora of deportees.

the Age of deportsporA

Spatial and temporal stretching of abandonment from pre- to post-
deportation turns deportees into members of what Peter Nyers (2003) 
has termed deportspora, an “abject diaspora,” whose members are aban-
doned people, pushed into “transnational corridors of expulsion.” For 
those stuck in the post-deportation predicament, the relationship with 
geography is not expressed only in the standard question “Where are you 
from?” but also in “Where are you deported from?” This hints at the sense 
of belonging both to the country of citizenship and to the country they 
are deported from. As Golash-Boza (2013) shows, maintaining transna-
tional ties to their former host country is of significance for deportees to 
cope with hardships and a reminder of who one once was and what one 
once had. A deportee has relationships to the country she is deported 
from, in the same way an exile has ties with her “homeland.” A depor-
tee is in a legal relationship with the state that deported her through 
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re-entry ban. Moreover there are other kinds of relationship, for instance 
deportees who have served in the US army receive their retirement pays 
(Golash-Boza and Ceciliano this volume) or through outsourcing com-
panies that hire them.

Deportspora offers a sort of cosmopolitanism, a social imaginary, with 
which deportees, challenge, resist, and survive the removal. Like other 
diasporas, members of deportspora have fragmented and hybrid, trans-
national lives. They are a type of forced cosmopolitan subjects, not by 
choice, by class, or by ethnic privileges but forcibly by the deportation 
regime. They speak at least two languages and have a double cultural 
capital, namely one from the host country and the other one from the 
country of origin. They are the embodiment of forced transnationality 
(Zilberg 2004). However, deportees, stuck in the transnational corri-
dor of expulsion, non-citizens in one country and estranged citizen in 
another, are deprived of the promises and possibilities of transnational-
ism and cosmopolitanism, free mobility and flexible citizenship (Boehm 
2016, p. 115). Unlike diasporic ideas of multiple belonging, deport-
sporic experiences render spatial and temporal stretching of abandon-
ment and inflexible non-citizenship.

terminology

Part of the methodological nationalism deportation studies suffer from, 
is the language used by scholars. Representation and terminology are 
part of a methodology yet also constitute an epistemological problem 
with ethical and political implications (De Genova 2002, p. 423), using 
the same terminology politicians and bureaucrats use uncritically; social 
scientists take nationalist discourses for granted. A national-based terri-
torialisation of imaginary and of the analytical focus (Wimmer and Glick-
Schiller 2002, p. 307) in this field has resulted in recycling of misleading 
terms such as home, homeland, country of origin, or reintegration.

A term used in post-deportation studies is “reintegration”. The pre-
fix re indicates the idea that deportees go back to the society they had 
been integrated in before they migrated. However, ethnographies in this 
volume show that this often is not the case. Another term, uncritically 
and frequently used, is the notion of home, which is based on an ideol-
ogy which naturalises the nation-state system and is built on the uncriti-
cal link between individuals and territory that makes border crossing 
pathological (Malkki 1992, p. 34) and “uprootedness” an “unnatural” 
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mode of being. Deportation supposedly would restore the “broken” link 
between “nativity” and nationality. As the following chapters show, for 
many migrants deportation hardly means “going back home” to a place 
of safety and belonging—a place from where many migrants had left or 
escaped from due to various reasons.

This approach towards deportation as returning home both moralises 
and depoliticises. It moralises because it reproduces (home-based) fam-
ily values. Deportation is often described as home-coming, back to the 
family. As Golash-Boza and Ceciliano (this volume) show, deportees 
to the Dominican Republic are held in the police station, and are only 
released to family members, and are not permitted to leave the police sta-
tion until a family member comes for them. In her essay, Majidi (this vol-
ume) states that a part of the “assistance” young Afghans would receive 
is to be escorted back to their families. A similar involuntary return to 
one’s family is also observed among Ugandan deportees (Ahumuza 
onyoin 2017). Forced family reunification becomes more brutal in cases 
of minors or women who had escaped patriarchal oppression (e.g., see 
Ahumuza onyoin 2017). The familyism promoted by deportation is 
somehow contradictory since the family split in the host country due to 
deportation is neglected. The paradox in the logic behind deportation 
is while on the one hand it emphasises family values and reunification 
in the country of citizenship, on the other hand, it causes separation of 
families in the country from which one is deported.

The vocabulary used in this field also depoliticises deportation, by 
neglecting the power relation between deporting country and the coun-
try one is deported to, as well as the conflicts and struggles within the 
country one is sent to. Through presenting deportation as homecom-
ing, the brutality embedded in deportation is masked and thereby depo-
liticised. The neoliberal approach attempts to depoliticise deportation 
through naturalising the notion of home(land) and presenting the family 
as the most optimal and normal place to return to. It also aims to indi-
vidualise and personalise the difficulties deportees struggle with and aims 
to foster responsible, prudent, entrepreneurial subjects.

conclusion

Through providing ethnography of the life of post-deportation, the 
empirically-rich essays in this volume aim to challenge conventional 
knowledge about deportation as “going back home”, or ideas about 
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so-called “reintegration”. Furthermore, they shed new light on hid-
den aspects of post-deportation. How do migrants narrate their life 
after deportation? What is the impact of deportations on the local soci-
ety? What are the gendered aspects of post-deportation life? How does 
age affect post-deportation life and aspiration for remigration? How do 
deportees resist and challenge the immobilisation imposed on them by 
deportation? How do they reclaim the time dispossessed from them?

As the studies in this volume show, deportation rarely means return-
ing home, to a place of safety and belonging. Rather, it often means the 
forced return to a situation worse than the situation prior to the initial 
departure: politically, financially, and socially. Deportation, thus, con-
tributes to the perpetuation of the unequal global distribution of mobil-
ity, spatially and socially. The following chapters demonstrate that we 
should not look at deportation as a discrete event, but investigate how 
the condition of protracted, multiple, and ceaseless abandonment before, 
during, and after deportation constitutes normality in the daily lives of 
deportees (Galvin 2015) and are absorbed into the cycle of individu-
als’ life and the history of communities (e.g., Schuster and Majidi 2013,  
p. 235).

The essays collected in this book contribute to a more multifaceted 
picture of what happens to people after deportation. Yet, they also add 
novel theoretical and empirical aspects and approaches to the field. 
Studying the various aspects of post-deportation contribute to fur-
ther knowledge on how deportation is related to broader processes of 
social exclusion and marginalisation. These empirical-based essays create 
a space for discussing complicated questions of deportation and the life 
after deportation in the society. They also raise questions and issues for 
further research, for example, into the approaches available to deporta-
tion studies once methodological nationalism is abandoned. The justi-
fying myths of deportation as just, natural, freely chosen or in the best 
interests of the deportee, their family and community need to be fur-
ther explored, as the research brought together in this volume already 
exposes deportation as a tool for neoliberal policies to control wage 
inequalities.
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CHAPTER 2

Fieldnotes from Cape Verde: on Deported 
Youth, Research Methods,  

and Social Change

Ines Hasselberg

introduction

In this chapter, I address pertinent issues regarding post-deportation 
studies, with respect to methods, positionality, and social change. In par-
ticular, I ask what can we make of the elements that consistently appear 
in post-deportation studies? I will do so by drawing on deportation data 
gathered in 2008 during a brief field visit to Cape Verde. This chapter 
has afforded me the opportunity to dig back my field diary and interview 
transcripts and reflect on what the data gathered so long ago may sug-
gest and where it may fit in the existing literature. The data presented 
here were collected for a project that never took off. Not because it was 
uninteresting or unviable—quite the contrary, but on account of change 
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on my personal circumstances. Yet, the days spent in Cape Verde, the 
people that I met and the stories they told me have remained with me. 
I will start the chapter by overviewing some ethical and methodological 
concerns over deportation studies. I will then provide a narrative of my 
time in Cape Verde conducting field research on deportation. Here, I 
will also present data collected and reflect on its insights and limitations. 
I will close the chapter by raising some questions for further considera-
tion and discussion.

overview

Ten years ago, Natalie Peutz called on anthropologists to pay attention 
to the practices of forced removal quickly becoming normalised tools 
of border control across the world. She made a call for an anthropology 
of removal, that is, an anthropology that would “make its contribution 
to the endless but vital interrogation of the ‘natural’ order of things” 
(Peutz 2006, p. 231). In her seminal article, she argued that deportation 
is not a simple event that (forcibly) relocates one individual from one 
country to another. Drawing on her research among Somali deportees, 
she revealed how deportation is in fact a process that spans over long 
periods of time and geographical areas—what later Heike Drotbohm 
and I have termed as “deportation corridor” (Drotbohm and Hasselberg 
2015). Deportation is not limited to the encounter between the 
deported person and the deporting nation-state. Rather it involves a vari-
ety of people and institutions, from deportees, their families, and com-
munities to civil servants, border agents, immigration lawyers and judges, 
prison and immigration detention staff, bureaucrats, civil society organi-
sations, security personnel, activists, and the media. Subsequent studies 
have provided further evidence to this (Drotbohm 2011; Hasselberg 
2016; Kalir 2015; Fischer 2015; Coutin 2015).

Peutz’s call has not gone unnoticed. The past decade has seen a rise 
in ethnographic studies of deportation from a variety of perspectives 
and located at different moments and places of the deportation corri-
dor. Yet, there are a rather limited number of methodological accounts 
of studies of deportation in general and post-deportation in particular. 
This is surprising given that deportation research often appears as an 
ethical and methodological minefield. Peutz herself warned about pos-
sible difficulties. To start with, she argues, and whether the focus is on 
those deported following a criminal conviction or an illegal stay, social 
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scientists should be aware that in constituting deportability as a self-
limiting field of knowledge, they may be (even if unwillingly) reinforc-
ing the criminality and illegality that was enforced upon their subjects 
by a nation-state (Peutz 2006; see also De Genova 2002). Furthermore, 
deportation is a sensitive matter, where issues of trust, vulnerability, and 
do-no-harm are particularly poignant. Not only deportees are likely to 
have been interrogated numerous times on account of their deportation, 
but also deportation may entail matters of criminal conviction, illegal 
stay, family relations, stigma, resistance, destitution, and lost hope.

As a non-spatially-bounded social phenomenon, deportation presents 
other challenges. Deportees are removed elsewhere, taken away from 
the (deporting) countries they have called home. Experiencing deport-
ability in the host country also often renders foreign nationals immobile 
and invisible, with deportable migrants frequently developing strategies 
of active invisibility (see Talavera et al. 2010; Willen 2007) in an effort to 
avoid the authorities. Furthermore, the increasing use of administrative 
detention and the criminalisation of immigration offences results in an 
ever-growing number of foreign nationals under penal or administrative 
incarceration—sites that are difficult for researchers to access (Bosworth 
et al. 2016). once removed to their country of origin, deportees may be 
spread over large geographical areas, which may translate into difficulties 
in identifying and locating people to participate in the study. Social scien-
tists studying deportation may very easily find themselves with nothing to 
observe and no one immediately available to talk to (Hasselberg 2016).

In post-deportation studies in particular, multi-sited ethnography 
(Marcus 1995) is increasingly used to enable a better understanding of the 
experience of removal for individuals, families, and communities between 
and across nations. Heike Drotbohm’s (2015) study of deportation of 
Cape Verdean citizens from the USA is testament that the post-depor-
tation is not confined geographically to the countries that receive the 
deportees. In visiting the US families of those deported, her study shows 
how the forced removal of an individual leaves an absence in their fam-
ily and community. An absence that is made present by changing family 
power relations and social inequalities produced by deportation (see also 
Drotbohm 2011; Golash-Boza 2014, 2016; Schuster and Majidi 2013; 
Gerlach this volume). Multi-sited research is however highly demanding 
on time and resources and thus not always a feasible option (see Candea 
2007). I have argued elsewhere that in the context of deportation, eth-
nographic research often demands a creative use of a combination of 
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different methods and positionalities to identify and access both the 
research population and the institutional sites that form part of their expe-
riences (Hasselberg 2016). Sarah Turnbull (this volume) for instance, 
has followed her research participants in their journeys from immigration 
detention in the UK to either release to the community or deportation 
to the country of origin. Through the telephone, email, and social media, 
Turnbull gained an understanding of the experiences of forced return fol-
lowing a period of administrative incarceration. Nancy Hiemstra (2012, 
2014), has, likewise, completed a fascinating study of the reach of the US 
detention estate, while in Ecuador, equipped with a Skype connection, 
assisting family members locate Ecuadorians detained in the USA under 
immigration powers.1 Where to conduct research might no longer be as 
important as whom to reach and otherwise engage might.

Peutz’s influential work underlines how important it is that the practice 
of deportation does not go unnoticed (see also Walters 2002). It reminds 
those of us studying deportation that efforts should be developed towards 
a public debate of deportation policies, and that revealing how deporta-
tion is lived continuously by deportees, families, and communities at both 
ends “would at the very least resist the removal of these individuals from 
academic spaces, if not from physical ones” (Peutz 2006, p. 220).

Ten years on, and a growing body of studies on (post-) deportation 
have shown that forced return deportees, and their families left behind, 
face a number of problems and challenges in adjusting to their forced 
removal. Their deportation may be taken socially as a failure (Schuster 
and Majidi 2013, 2015; Zilberg 2004, 2011) or a normalised outcome 
of routine border crossing (see Galvin 2015; Schuster and Majidi 2015; 
Khosravi 2016), but it will nevertheless bring hardships. These tend 
to be experienced with regards to integrating into their alleged home 
communities, in dealing with people’s conflicting expectations, endur-
ing family separation, adjusting to different cultural settings often with 
its own gender rules (Drotbohm 2011, 2015; Turnbull this volume; 
Zilberg 2011; Peutz 2006), or even in attempting to safeguard income-
earning activities and assets that were left in the deporting country 
(Galvin 2015). The data presented below further support these points.

reseArching deportAtion in cApe verde

When I visited Cape Verde in 2008 deportees were depicted either as 
a problem (as in US government documents, and most Cape Verdean 
media outlets), as victims (as in Cape Verdean online-community/
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diaspora newspapers) or as potential beneficiaries of programmes aimed 
at easing the adverse impacts of deportation in Cape Verde. My idea in 
visiting the small island nation was to develop a research project that 
would recognise deportees not as problems, victims or beneficiaries, but 
rather as active agents, who were reacting to their removal, developing 
their strategies and (re)formulating their own aspirations. Truthful to the 
anthropological gaze, I wanted to view deportees as subjects who car-
ried their own cultural agency and identity. Therefore, I set off to Cape 
Verde for a brief period of preliminary fieldwork. The idea was to get 
a sense of the daily circumstances of deportees in order to develop the 
research project and better prepare its actual fieldwork. I spent some 
time in Praia, the capital city of Cape Verde, and some time on the island 
of Fogo where most deportees from the USA are originally from. The 
fact that the majority originated from one specific small town on Fogo 
further helped my fieldwork efforts.

At the time, concerns were being raised that gang-related violence 
and behaviour were being exported to Cape Verde with the deportees 
and indeed, existing statistics showed that in 2007 the majority of Cape 
Verdean deportees (86%) from the USA had been deported on account 
of their criminal records. The perception that deportees were responsible 
for the rise in crime and violence in Cape Verde was prevalent among 
politicians, media, and the public at large (see also Weber and Powell 
this volume). Whether or not deportees were responsible for the (real or 
perceived) rise in crime and violence, the fact remained that this percep-
tion influenced people’s actions and their behaviour towards deportees, 
resulting in stigma and suspicion towards them.

Deportation of Cape Verdean citizens is not a recent phenomenon, 
but it has changed significantly in the past decades.2 Until the mid-
1990s, Portugal and France were the major sending countries, with 
causes for forced removal typically falling under immigration offences 
(in particular, illegal stay) and drug-related offences (Instituto das 
Comunidades 2003b). Since the early 2000s however, deportations from 
the USA have overtaken all others combined. Deportees from the USA 
also tend to have a different profile from those expelled from Europe. 
Mostly they are young adults who migrated to the USA at a very early 
age and were deported following a criminal conviction—more often 
than not related to gang-activity (Instituto das Comunidades 2003a, b; 
Carling 2004).
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Upon arrival these individuals faced particular challenges. For the 
most part, they had family links to Cape Verde but little memory of the 
country itself. For many this was their first time in Cape Verde since their 
migration to the USA. They spoke Creole and/or Portuguese poorly if 
at all, and had few qualifications in a country that offered already limited 
employment opportunities. Furthermore, they were met with increasing 
suspicion (Instituto das Comunidades 2002, 2003a, b; Carling 2004). 
They also landed in a country where most of what they took for granted 
in their lives was gone. This was so not just in relation to their families 
and social relations, who remained in the USA, but also with regards to 
daily life as they knew it: as any resident of Cape Verde, they were faced 
with unreliable or inexistent power and water supply, limited employ-
ment opportunities, poor health care, lack of access to services, com-
modities and entertainment, and so on.

over the course of my preliminary field trip to Cape Verde in the 
spring of 2008, I visited two government bodies that were directly 
addressing “the problem of deportees” and interviewed some of their 
staff. I met with two Catholic priests who were developing programmes 
with deportees in Cape Verde and awareness on the risk of deportation 
in Boston, USA. on Fogo, I collected five life-story interviews with 
deportees. Furthermore, the days I stayed on Fogo were spent in the 
company of deported youth. With them I hung around, went to bas-
ketball games, and sat around many hours doing nothing, for there was 
nothing for deported youth to do. I say youth as that was how they were 
constantly characterised by the media and people at large, and in fact, 
the majority of those that I engaged with were in their 20s, although I 
also talked to a few deportees in their 30s and 40s. According to a census 
carried out among deportees in 2002, the average age of male depor-
tees was 35 years old. This was however based on their age in 2002 and 
not at the time of deportation (Instituto das Comunidades 2002). In 
Praia, and on Fogo, I also spoke to numerous Cape Verdeans about their 
thoughts and concerns over the arrival of deportees.3

fAmily, sociAl interActions, And urbAn myths

In preparing my trip to Cape Verde, back in 2008, I tapped into my 
networks and immediately received the invitation from a Cape Verdean 
friend to stay at her sister’s where my friend was currently staying. I 
arrived in Praia, the capital of Cape Verde, at a time of great importance 
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to her family. My friend was temporarily back from the USA, her 
younger sister was returning to Praia after many years of residence in 
France, and her father, who lived in Portugal, was visiting in order to 
celebrate his 80th anniversary. We were all staying at the older sister’s 
house, along with her husband and children. It was a full house, lively 
with the joys of family reunion. The time spent with them was instru-
mental in gaining an understanding of Cape Verdean transnationalism 
on the one hand, and the importance of family on the other (see also 
Åkesson et al. 2012; Carling 2004; Drotbohm 2015). It became clear 
very quickly that I was not merely their guest, but rather part of the 
entourage. Where the family went, I was not only invited but expected 
to go, too. Given the particular circumstances detailed above, the time 
that I spent in Praia was rather too-filled with daily social and family 
gatherings. Mostly, there were lunch or dinner events, but there was also 
the occasional afternoon family visit and the evenings when guests would 
come in, musical instruments would come out, and the flat was alive with 
music, joy, and nostalgia.

I remember well the conflicting feelings I had about such circum-
stances. I was grateful, of course, for such warm and extended hospital-
ity and for the opportunity to be a part of this wonderful family and the 
access to all the social interactions that came with it. As an anthropol-
ogist, I could not have asked for anything better. However, I also had 
a list of people who I wanted to talk to while in Praia and data that I 
needed to access, and the commitments I had towards the family were 
leaving me little time to pursue with my research agenda. It took me 
sometime to realise that the conversations I was having with the many 
people that I was encountering illuminated how people saw and reacted 
to (or against) the presence of deportees on the island.

All those social interactions as part of the family meant that I talked 
to a large number of people from all walks of life about their percep-
tions of deportees. over the course of that week I heard how deportees 
were wrongdoers used to a life style that stood out in Cape Verde; how 
they “stole” all the girls who were lured by their “Americanness” (see 
also Peutz 2006; Schuster and Majidi 2015 on deportees as agents of 
cultural pollution); how they were criminals in the USA and remained 
criminals in Cape Verde; how they were not really deported on their first 
offence but need to repeatedly offend to be deported and how that was 
good reason for concern over their dangerousness; that they didn’t do 
time in prison, but were rather deported straight away. Many of these 
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perceptions were incorrect or misguided, but seemed to be ingrained in 
people’s conversation about deportation. Several times people described 
to me what they perceived as chancy encounters with deportees—inci-
dents that seemed to reveal more about people’s fear of and apprehen-
sion towards the deported youth, than their dangerousness.

one other common theme was how Cape Verdean immigrants in the 
USA did not really know how to raise their children in such a setting 
where they were not allowed to punish or physically discipline them. 
Children were then raised by the school and by the streets, and not by 
the parents, they would tell me. Numerous stories were told of parents 
who brought their children from the USA on the pretext of a holiday 
in Cape Verde only to then leave them in the country without docu-
ments so they couldn’t go back to the USA—an attempt to set them 
straight and take them off the streets (Peutz (2006) also describes inci-
dents of “deportation” by parents). Several people narrated one particu-
lar story on different occasions, almost like an urban myth, generating 
much laughter and implicit approval: the father who beat up his teen-
age daughter for all her accumulated misbehaviour in the USA as soon 
as they passed the border control at the airport in Praia. Such stories 
often developed into heated discussions on the difficulty of keeping chil-
dren, and in particular teenagers, off the streets in the USA, and the 
moral and social benefits of being raised in Cape Verde. overall, these 
stories emphasise what was seen as the corrupting arm of American life 
on young immigrants. They justify how fellow citizens became criminal 
wrongdoers while at the same time they remove responsibility from the 
parents (born and raised in Cape Verde) over their children’s behaviour.

The government’s efforts in assisting deportees were received with 
mixed feelings. In 2002, the Instituto das Comunidades—the govern-
ment body responsible for promoting and executing policies related to 
Cape Verdean communities abroad—established a working group that 
was to set up a programme to ease the “social integration” of deportees. 
The rationale being that given the criminal background of most of this 
youth, proper social integration was of vital importance not just to their 
rehabilitation but also to the well-being of the overall country. Later, 
three bureaus were established in the islands of Brava, Fogo, and Sal that 
sought to assist deportees in numerous ways: improve language fluency, 
obtain national identification documents, obtain certified copies of quali-
fications attained abroad, find relatives, and so on. of more importance, 
these bureaus also assisted deportees, logistically and financially, through 
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loans and expert advice, in developing professional projects such as open-
ing small businesses, farming, developing skills in carpentry or mechan-
ics, and the like.

The deportees that I spoke with on Fogo really appreciated the efforts 
and support of the staff at this bureau. If nothing else, the project acted 
as a countermeasure for the stigma attached to them there, and helped 
them devise a plan for their future. They felt valued and somewhat 
“cared for.” However, many local people that I talked to were scepti-
cal about these projects. They claimed that young people used to easy 
money in the USA would not settle for a low income derived from a 
hard-working activity in Cape Verde. others were bitter that such efforts 
and resources were deployed in assisting deportees when so many other 
citizens deemed more deserving were in need of help. While some others 
yet considered these as a justified and indeed necessary way to minimise 
the impact of the deportees in the country.

An ethnogrAphy of boredom?
I soon left Praia to fly to Fogo where I stayed for the remainder of my 
time. When on Fogo I made my way to a small town where the major-
ity of deportees from the USA originate. The town had a population 
of about 400 inhabitants, with a further 9000 living in the surround-
ing rural areas. on Fogo I was no longer endorsed by a local family. I 
was a newcomer and a stranger. I was just a researcher wanting to talk 
to deportees. In such a small and quiet town, my presence did not go 
unnoticed. I was often approached on the street by people curious about 
me. Between their knowledge of Portuguese and my extremely limited 
Creole, communication was, for the most part, possible. Soon I was 
somewhat known to most people.

In this small town, people were more ambivalent towards deportees. 
Those who had been forcibly returned were part of their daily life and 
for many, part of their families. Local people appeared more understand-
ing of their circumstances even if still suspicious of them. As one woman 
told me:

Each of them [deportees] is a relative of someone here that we know well. 
It’s a small town and we see them every day. It’s quite all right. But a few 
days ago a mobile phone went missing and suspicion immediately fell upon 
deportees.
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The deportees also did not go unnoticed and it did not take much effort 
to find them. They were visibly identifiable on account of their baggy 
jeans, tattoos, dreadlocks, the way they walked and moved around. All 
of which appeared in stark contrast to the local youth. To say that they 
stood out is an understatement. I was very quickly introduced to two 
young men recently returned from abroad, and with their help, I met 
others in the days that followed. Every other day I went with them to 
basketball training—the only (self-) organised activity they participated 
in, and one that was much valued. The basketball field was a one-hour 
walk away from the centre of town. Together we walked and talked, 
sometimes we were lucky and got a ride.

However, for the most part, I spent my days with them, doing noth-
ing. For there was nothing to do. Therefore, nothing was most of what 
they did. My initial fears that deportees might not want to talk to me 
were dissipated as soon as I met them. My presence was a much wel-
come distraction. The fact that they could speak to me in English, and 
act towards me as they would towards an American woman was much 
appreciated. I spent most of my time with this group of young men, who 
were still trying to come to grips with their new circumstances. Some 
had arrived a few weeks previously; others had been there for a couple 
of years. Most of them knew each other in the USA prior to deporta-
tion, and all were deported following a criminal conviction. They were 
now in their mid- to late-twenties, dependent financially on their families 
in the USA, and unsure of what to do with their lives in Cape Verde. 
Most had some knowledge of Creole even though all had grown up in 
the USA. Many of the young men had children and/or partners who 
remained in the USA. With this group of young men, there were always 
two other young men from the USA eager that I understand that even 
though they looked like deportees, on account of being American, they 
were only there on holiday visiting relatives. I also met with a few oth-
ers who had been deported long before and had established families and 
secured some level of income.

They all knew my interest was on their deportation, but I made an 
effort not to ask them much about it. I would have the interviews to 
concentrate on that. Indeed, when we hung out we did not always talk. 
When we did talk, I did not dictate the subjects. We discussed the shark-
infested waters and the (volcanic) black beaches of Fogo, soccer, the 
weather, and hairstyles. They shared numerous anecdotes of life in town, 
its small-mindedness and lack of sophistication. They told me of the lack 
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of opportunities on the island and how they missed their families back in 
the USA. Most had left children behind. They discussed how they felt 
trapped on the island, not being able to emigrate elsewhere. They often 
talked of moving to Europe and how great that would be, although what 
they longed for was the impossible return home—to the USA. They day-
dreamed of eventual income-earning opportunities. Some talked of their 
intention to start selling American goods that their families in the USA 
could send them, and heated debate over which commodities would 
sell better kept the hours going. others talked of farming and grow-
ing organic vegetables. others still had great tourism ventures in mind. 
Mostly, they commented on the lack of activities and entertainment and 
tried to convey what was like to feel bored every day for most of the day, 
and of having little to look forward to. one young man, who had been 
deported from the USA the year before, told me:

I wake up, I put on a movie, sometimes I jog a little, eat breakfast, walk 
around, I hang around. That’s it. I’m waiting for my diploma from the 
States, cause my friend said they would try and give me a job teach-
ing here, teaching English. I would like to get a job up there [the local 
school]. To give me something to do. I just sit around doing nothing all 
day.

one particular hot issue regarded their adaptation to the local gender 
expectations. David, a deportee in his mid-20s who had recently arrived 
in Cape Verde, told me:

Girls here just want to get married so they can live off their husbands. The 
man is the one who has to provide, you know. I can never tell if a girl 
really likes me or if she is just looking for me to support her, cause they 
think we from America have money.

The others nodded in agreement and mentioned how they also found 
that hard to deal with, and how they missed being able to hang around 
young women on their own terms. Linda, the one female deportee in 
town also struggled with local gender expectations. As a woman, she saw 
her movement, choices, and activities rather restricted, and her contribu-
tion to society devalued.

I also conducted five formal interviews. These were taped and lasted 
one to three hours. Apart from Linda, who I visited in her home, all 
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others were conducted in cafes or quiet, yet public, parts of town. The 
men were well aware that having me visiting them in private or in their 
homes would not be appropriate and would reflect poorly on me, and 
thus encouraged our meetings always at public places that could afford 
some privacy so that the interview could proceed without being over-
heard by others. I had met with all interviewees at least once prior to the 
interview, so some connection had already been established.

Despite my intention to collect life-story interviews, these inter-
views ended up being mostly focused on their lives after deportation. 
Although often I would ask questions related to their migration to the 
USA, their upbringing, their lives in the USA prior to deportation and 
so on. These were, for the most part, quickly answered so that deporta-
tion could be resumed as the topic of discussion. It could be that inter-
viewees saw these issues as unrelated to their deportation and, as such, 
of unimportance to me; it could be that talking about their home, their 
families, and their now lost lives was just so much more difficult; it could 
be that I was simply asking the wrong questions. These interviews were 
both a frustrating and rewarding exercise: frustrating because as life-
story interviews they failed miserably; rewarding because through them 
I was able to gather much important data nevertheless. In outlining two 
of these narratives here, my intention is two-fold: I wish to contextual-
ise the (post-) deportation issues I have addressed thus far, and I wish 
to provide a venue where their stories can be told in a way that does 
not restrict their self to a deportation subject. I chose Linda because she 
was the only female deportee and David because he was the most recent 
arrival of the five.

Linda was six years old when she migrated to the USA with her fam-
ily and had never returned. In 2005, at the age of 43, she was deported 
to Cape Verde. “My first visit here,” she told me, “was on the courtesy 
of the US government.” In the USA Linda left her (adult) children 
and her family and life as she knew it. Her father, still in the USA, had 
always retained land and livestock on Fogo. Linda now looked after his 
estate. She felt lonely and, after three years, she was still struggling to 
adapt. Linda had been arrested on minor drug-related offences a few 
times prior to deportation. Three months here, six months there. Prison 
was hard, but she knew she would eventually be out. The last time she 
was arrested, Linda tried to remain sober. From that prison, however, 
she never went home. Instead, she was taken to immigration detention, 
and deportation proceedings against her were set in motion. Her mother 
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hired a legal representative in an effort to prevent deportation, but Linda 
said immigration detention was too much and she could not handle it. 
She gave up and “agreed” to return to Cape Verde.

Speaking of her life in Cape Verde Linda’s words were angry, frus-
trated, and at times, highly ironic. She particularly felt the local gender 
norms as intruding her way of being. “A man here can do hell in high 
water,” Linda told me, “but a woman—your place is barefoot and preg-
nant! I didn’t grow up like this!” Linda was exasperated with the lack of 
employment opportunities for women and the idea that she, as a woman, 
was to be supported by a man, i.e., a husband. In addition, she found 
socialising difficult. She found people judgemental and fond of gossip. 
Women were not supposed to have male friends, nor supposed to smoke 
or drink.

Three years after deportation, she dearly missed speaking in her 
own language—English. With socialising limited, Linda read a lot. Her 
mother sent her an American bible. Linda read all the English books she 
could find in town. They were her distraction and her connection to the 
language. She told me how she missed everything in and about America, 
and how only now she realised how much she had lost. In the USA, she 
could go out and have a drink and smoke with her friends, independently 
of their gender. There was unlimited supply of water and electricity. She 
had access to 24-hour shops and could buy her meat already cut and 
packaged in the supermarket, as opposed to having to wait until some-
one slaughtered a pig or a cow. Linda regretted everything that led to 
her removal to Cape Verde. She regretted her drug addiction and the 
offences that led her to prison. Mostly she regretted not getting citizen-
ship. Her mother urged her, repeatedly, to apply for American citizen-
ship. She never cared. She was well aware now that citizenship was a 
precious asset. “The saddest part,” Linda said, “is like I used to say ‘Boy 
would I love to live in a country where it is always hot, near the water’, 
you know what I mean? But I did not mean it like this. I did not mean it 
like this. And I have to stay here for now. I don’t know what the future 
holds for me.” Although she tried to accept this new reality and move on 
the best she could, sometimes she still found it hard to go on.

As the only female deportee in town Linda felt there was no one 
around who could understand her way of being in the world and her 
pain at having to adjust to such a different social world. Male deportees 
on the other hand, often counted on each other for support and com-
pany. Although they too had to adjust to local expectations and society, 
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as males they enjoyed a larger degree of freedom. Furthermore, many 
of the male deportees knew each other from the USA. For David, a 
younger male deportee who recently arrived, it made it easier for him to 
see many familiar faces upon arrival in Cape Verde, even if he would not 
wish any of them deported. It was mostly with them that David spent his 
time. He did not know many people from town yet and truth be said, he 
did not feel very comfortable around local people. He felt American and 
was not yet sure how to be American in Cape Verde.

David moved to the USA with his parents and siblings when he was 
three years old. He had no recollection of his early years in Cape Verde. 
At the age of 17, he dropped out of high school to “run the streets.” 
The following years he was in and out of prison on several accounts. At 
the age of 22, he moved to Florida to start a family and move away from 
the streets. The following year his son was born—by that time, he had 
already taken to the streets in Florida too. Again, he was arrested. He 
obtained his high school diploma while in prison and applied for com-
munity college, only to drop out short after. For David, as a teenager, 
running the streets selling drugs was the “normal thing” to do, as he put 
it. That was what his friends were doing, and what he grew up around: 
life was supposed to be hanging around with friends, making easy money, 
wearing the nice clothes, driving the nice cars, being with girls. His 
mother was always scared. She knew what he was up to and tried to dis-
suade him of that life, but David would not listen. He was not thinking 
about the future, that was just day-to-day life. Sometimes it was violent; a 
few times, it was very violent. However, no one was ever thinking about 
it. People just ran the streets. Now, looking back, David wishes he could 
have changed it. He wished he would have stopped to think about this 
life and his future. He looks back and sees all the opportunities that were 
there for him, all the things he could have taken advantage of but did 
not. He sees all the efforts his parents did to provide for him, to support 
him, to be there for him, and he blames himself for the choices he made.4

David got used to spending time in and out of prison. Laughing, he 
told me that jail was almost like college campus, only with no women: 
there were always others from his neighbourhood; they went to the gym, 
played basketball, listened to music, etc. Things changed however when 
he was sent to immigration detention. There was nothing but a little 
dayroom with a couple of televisions to hang about in, all day. So when 
he was given a court date and the opportunity to contest his deporta-
tion, David chose not to. Much like Linda, David could not stand 
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much longer in detention. He also thought that perhaps in Cape Verde 
he could stay out of trouble, get away from that life. He did not con-
sider much what his life in Cape Verde would be, rather he was focused 
on what it would not be—no more ins and outs of jail. Now he is told 
he can never go back to the USA. When we met, he had been in Cape 
Verde for only a couple of months and he was “checking things out” 
but life there was not looking “very promising,” he said. Therefore, he 
considered going to Europe, perhaps Canada, but he was well aware how 
difficult it was for Cape Verdeans (as citizens of the Global South) to 
obtain visas.

In town, he was adjusting to the different culture, to living without 
(reliable) power and water supply. He missed the variety of foods in 
America and desperately craved Starbucks coffee. He did not “feel com-
fortable” around local people because he was always unsure of what was 
going on. His uncle worked for the local government and his family was 
well known, so people in general were friendly. However, he soon found 
out that people had different opinions of him when he was not around 
to listen, and that made him uneasy. David had strong links to town. He 
left for the USA when he was three but, unlike Linda, he had returned 
a few times on holiday. The last time he was in Cape Verde prior to his 
deportation, he was already a young adult and ended up staying for six 
months. He was comfortable with the language. Yet, he could not bring 
himself to say that he was from Cape Verde. “I don’t consider myself 
from here,” David told me, “they put me here against my will. Against 
my wishes. This is like a prison away from prison. I still consider myself 
in prison cause I don’t want to be here.”

Linda and David, much like the others I spoke to, show regret for 
past actions, resignation about their situation, and longing and apprecia-
tion for their families left in the USA. on Fogo they are learning how to 
live again. Much of what they took for granted back home has vanished. 
They were learning to live away from their families, in a town where they 
had little to do, and where gender expectations constrained their move-
ment and social interactions. I wonder what has become of them.

positionAlity, chAnging nArrAtives, And sociAl chAnge

Thus far, I have presented narratives from Linda and David, from 
the young deported men and the villagers on Fogo, from the peo-
ple I engaged with in Praia, and of course, from myself. We each had 
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something to say about deportation and perhaps inevitably each of us 
was bounded by our own positionality. The reader may have noticed how 
I sound sceptical of the narratives of deportation I heard in Praia, but 
not of the ones I heard first-hand on Fogo. Yet, none is more valid than 
the other is—they rather reflect different perspectives and positionalities.5

Such is the narrative of time in Cape Verde in the spring of 2008. The 
data are limited in depth and breadth—it is hardly sufficient to present 
findings or draw conclusions. However, that was never the intention of 
the fieldtrip, or this chapter. The aim of the fieldtrip was to raise research 
questions of relevance and to consider what such an ethnographic study 
would entail. At the end of my time on Fogo I wondered what sort of 
ethnography I would carry out if I were to return. An ethnography of 
boredom, perhaps? Alternatively, perhaps one of resilience? How would 
it feel to spend one year in that small town, in that small island, in the 
middle of the Atlantic? What would such an ethnography of deportation 
resemble?

Unlike my subsequent studies of deportation and border control in 
the UK and Portugal, on Fogo research participants were easily identi-
fiable and accessible. They were clustered in a small town, available to 
talk to me. Civil servants made time to see me and answer my ques-
tions, people at large were curious about me and open to talk to me, 
and the deportees themselves were visibly identifiable as such (through 
their appearance and manner). There were many to interact with and 
talk to, and much to observe. It was a short fieldtrip, but looking back, 
I do not think this ethnography would have presented great challenges 
when it comes to research access. Yet, I wonder about my research 
approach and my own positionality, and that, in turn, makes me won-
der, in addition, of the approach and positionality of many of those who 
have been conducting research on post-deportation for the past decade. 
Is it odd that for the most part post-deportation studies are conducted 
by female researchers (there are exceptions, of course, as evidenced in 
the work of Michael Collier, Shahram Khosravi, and Evin Rodkey, in this 
volume, and Brotherton and Barrios 2011)? Is our own positionality as 
(generally) educated middle-class (white) individuals inviting particular 
answers? Is deportation being addressed from all relevant perspectives? 
Again, here I reinstate the point made earlier in the chapter on the lack 
of ethical and methodological accounts in post-deportation studies. 
Given the political and ethical dimensions of border control and border 
research, it is hardly controversial to suggest that more space should be 
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given to in-depth reflections of researchers’ positionality, approach, and 
motivations in researching post-deportation.

What strikes me when I look at the data that I presented here is how 
consistent it is with findings from other post-deportation studies across 
the world: regret, isolation, stigma, gender constraints, strained social 
interactions, family separation, financial dependency, immobility. Had I 
carried out this research, would it have become a replication of existing 
studies? or was I simply asking the wrong questions? Looking back, and 
despite my efforts to contextualise deportation, I see that I was neverthe-
less too focused on the experience of deportation, boredom, and resil-
ience. Heike Drotbohm’s (2011, 2015) ethnography of kinship in Cape 
Verde shows not just the experience of deportation of these young men, 
but equally important, it reveals and examines the position and role of 
deportation within local everyday transnational lives. Her study is instru-
mental in that it goes beyond deportation, and towards everyday life. It 
is also testament that the framework each of us chooses to utilise will 
emphasise particular elements of (post-) deportation. Post-deportation 
studies have revealed a variety of situations across a multitude of geo-
graphical locations. Despite the original contribution of the different 
studies mentioned so far, there is a significant number of elements ever-
present in the post-deportation literature. This is important. By now, we 
know better than to take deportation as the end of migration. We know 
deportation starts well before removal and its legacy endures long after. 
We also know that it not only affects those who are deported, but also 
their families and communities at both ends of migration. For the past 
decade, several studies have documented not just the suffering, vulner-
ability, and precariousness of life after deportation, but also the agency, 
resilience, and subjectivity of those involved. So, I wonder how can we 
make such consistency of findings more visible. And would doing so trig-
ger action towards social change? How much more evidence is needed 
to make government bodies, civil society, and communities at large rec-
ognise the impacts of deportation policies and practices? Can we, and 
should we, as social scientists, strive to move towards social change?

It is not my intention to just set an activist agenda in raising these 
questions, but rather think how we can and whether we should, address 
them. A pessimistic perspective could argue that people just do not care. 
That perhaps we are indeed living in the age of necropower where instru-
ments of sovereignty seek to create “new and unique forms of social 
existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life 
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conferring upon them the status of living dead” (Mbembe 2003, p. 40). 
Should that be the case, keeping our gaze set upon deportation would 
most likely head us towards a pornography of suffering. Yet, whether we 
like it or not, suffering, destitution, and vulnerability are part of many 
local realities—they should not be ignored. I would rather take on an 
alternative perspective. I started this chapter outlining a call for action 
from a fellow scholar. I end it with a call for action from another. In a 
recent edited collection on approaches to border control, Leanne Weber 
(2015a) and her colleagues wonder what peace at the border would look 
like. They collectively argue for a rethinking of border control, calling on 
scholars and other parties involved to adopt a “preferred future” meth-
odology. That is, an approach that moves beyond narratives of suffering, 
hardship, inequality, and punitiveness at the border, towards an engage-
ment with alternative outlooks on a potentially different bordered world 
(see also Sanchez 2016 on this call). A preferred future methodology dis-
tances itself from possible futures or predicted future approaches in that it 
assumes from the start a particular outcome, thus allowing us to focus 
on how this preferred future may be achievable, rather than why it should 
be so (Weber 2015b, p. 9). “This seems to be,” Weber writes, “a more 
suitable method for articulating a political and ethical project aimed at 
promoting more open and equitable international borders, while still 
incorporating some empirical observation” (Weber 2015b, p. 9).

In this chapter, I have sought to underline the need to question 
how our positionality in the field and our own research approach may 
impact on research findings. This is a rapidly growing field of studies. 
When examining policies, experiences, and interests in (post-) depor-
tation scholars may also want to consider how their research approach 
can mobilise change, or at the very least, how consistencies found across 
(post-) deportation studies may be articulated in a more visible way.
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notes

1.  Hiemstra’s study is not seeking to examine detainees’ experiences. Instead, 
she examines the US detention estate and its far reach. Being located in 
Ecuador became a very suitable location to examine US detention practices 
and its transnational reverberations, while at the same she was able to con-
duct traditional fieldwork among those already deported and the families 
of detainees.

2.  For in-depth approach to deportation in Cape Verde, see Drotbohm 
(2011, 2012, 2015).

3.  I was also fortunate that my time in Cape Verde coincided with country 
visits by two experts on the field, Jorgen Carling and Heike Drotbohm, 
with whom I met and learnt much from.

4.  David, like others that I talked to, took responsibility not just for his immi-
gration ordeal, but also for his criminal behaviour. Despite the structural 
problems that they faced, in their narratives they point also to an element 
of choice in such behaviour. In David’s narrative, this is very clear: he talks 
of street life as the natural thing to do, what everybody did, but also of his 
parents’ efforts in providing him with alternatives to it. Alternatives that, at 
the time, he did not care for.

5.  I am grateful to Heike Drotbohm for pointing this out to me.
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CHAPTER 3

Starting Again: Life After Deportation 
from the UK

Sarah Turnbull

introduction

When I met Dev1 in mid-June 2014 at Colnbrook Immigration Removal 
Centre, he was in remarkably good spirits despite having been detained 
for over three weeks and facing administrative removal to Bangladesh. He 
had been living in the UK for four and a half years, having migrated to 
study. Prior to being detained, Dev was enjoying his life in the UK, even 
though it had been hard living without a regularised status. An upbeat, 
energetic young man in his early twenties, Dev had been residing in a city 
in the English Midlands—a place he said had “touched [his] heart” and 
felt like his hometown—spending time with his friends and girlfriend, a 
young woman who had also migrated, from Eastern Europe, to the UK 
to study. When the college he was attending lost its operating licence, and 
closed, financial difficulties prevented Dev from continuing his studies 
at a different college and he was subsequently unable to renew his stu-
dent visa. He became a “visa over-stayer” and continued to live in the UK 
irregularly until his arrest and detention in late May 2014.
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https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57267-3_3

S. Turnbull (*) 
Birkbeck, University of London, London, UK



38  S. TURNBULL

As Dev describes it: “Everything was going good… And suddenly, 
one morning, they just came, just brought me down, just put [me] in 
hell. Just like that. Just one single morning. That one morning has just 
ruined everything.” He was taken to a police station and held for sev-
eral hours before being transferred to an Immigration Removal Centre 
(IRC). He spent ten days at this centre before being transferred to 
Colnbrook IRC where I met him.

Dev did not want to return to Bangladesh. He liked living in the UK. 
He also did not want to go back empty-handed, without having com-
pleted his studies, especially after his family had supported him financially 
to come to the UK to get his degree with the goal of getting a good job. 
In addition, he wanted to stay with his girlfriend and was not keen about 
the prospect of a long-distance relationship and the logistical and finan-
cial difficulties of figuring out how—and where—they could be together. 
For Dev, the years he spent in the UK are especially important to him 
because they mark his transition from his late teens into adulthood, a 
transformative life experience: “once I’m in [the] UK for a long time, 
and everything has changed in my mind, my thoughts… Everything has 
been changed.” His hopes and dreams for the future were fixed on the 
UK; it was the home he imagined and promised the lifestyle he desired.

Although Dev did not want to leave the UK, he did not fight his 
removal to Bangladesh. Unlike many other rejected migrants who are 
deported, Dev did not face persecution in his “country of origin” and, 
admittedly, had a good family there. Still, he did not want to go. In mid-
July 2014, after about two months in detention, he was escorted by two 
private security agents to the airport and into immigration holding where 
he had to repack his luggage to meet the thirty kilogram weight restric-
tion. The escorts then took him onto the Jet Airways aeroplane headed 
to Bangladesh (via India) and left him there to travel as a “normal” pas-
senger. Landing, finally, in Dhaka, Dev fortunately had no trouble being 
accepted back into Bangladesh by immigration officials. He took a long, 
hot taxi ride to his village and family home, a place from which he would 
adjust to his new situation and figure out what next.

In 2015, the UK enforced the removal of 12,056 people (Home 
office 2016).2 This chapter draws on testimonies of individuals, like 
Dev, who have been administratively removed or deported from 
British immigration detention, to identify and explore what happens 
once migrants are forcibly returned to their so-called “home” or third 
countries.3 The narratives highlight the distressing nature of deportation 
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and the challenges of starting “from scratch”. Returnees’ experiences, 
for the most part, speak to the difficulties of (re-)establishing oneself 
and the resilience needed to cope with the numerous losses—financial, 
occupational, familial, social, cultural—associated with their exclusion 
from the UK and the specific issues associated with a forced removal 
from immigration detention. In so doing, the chapter points to the 
affective implications of removal and deportation as punitive border 
control practices that both unmake and remake people’s identities, sense 
of belonging, and ideas about home.

I begin by outlining the contemporary context of immigration deten-
tion and deportation in the UK as reflective of the criminalisation of 
migration and the expansion of penal power in the service of border 
control. I then discuss my research methodology and data, introducing 
my informants who have experienced the British state’s power of expul-
sion directly from the confines of immigration detention, often after 
lengthy periods of incarceration. The third section thematically explores 
returnees’ experiences of forced removal, including the consequences of 
detention and deportation on their adjustment and (re)integration. The 
concluding section considers how the themes emerging from this study 
advance knowledge of the post-deportation lives of migrants.

detention, deportAtion, And the criminAlisAtion 
of migrAtion in the uk

Immigration detention and deportation are two interrelated practices 
that form part of the state’s response to managing unwanted migration, 
controlling borders, and (re-)asserting sovereign power (Welch 1996; 
Bosworth 2008; Bosworth and Guild 2008). These are not new prac-
tices; both have long histories as tools of containing and excluding those 
deemed threating or undesirable (Bashford and Strange 2002; Walters 
2002; Weber and Bowling 2008; Bosworth 2014; Gündoğdu 2015). 
Nor are detention and deportation exceptional; rather, they are now nor-
malised responses within state security discourses that frame migration as 
a “crisis” (Gündoğdu 2015) and disproportionately affect racialised and 
economically marginalised populations (Fekete 2005; Hernandez 2008; 
Wacquant 2008; Golash-Boza 2015a, b). The extension and/or merging 
of criminal law and penal power into the administrative realm of immi-
gration means that logics, tactics, and strategies common to criminal jus-
tice and penal systems are increasingly utilised to regulate transnational 



40  S. TURNBULL

mobility, including the state power to detain and expel (Stumpf 2006; 
Aas 2007, 2011). over the past few decades, such powers are extending 
to new populations, including foreign-national offenders, asylum seekers, 
and international students (Bosworth 2014).

Detention is a key mechanism through which expulsion can be more 
easily effected: the containment of non-citizens identified for removal 
within secure institutions (ideally) provides docile bodies who can be 
easily escorted to the airport and put on aeroplanes. In practice, things 
are much messier. Individuals may fight—both legally and literally—their 
removal from the UK, resulting in long and/or multiple stints in immi-
gration detention as well as the often traumatic experiences—and more 
serious consequences—associated with failed attempts at expulsion.4 The 
state’s ability to remove non-citizens is subject to procedural safeguards 
and legal norms which provide checks on the power to deport (Phuong 
2005; Gibney 2008; Gündoğdu 2015). For instance, the travel docu-
ments necessary for legally removing individuals are, for a variety of rea-
sons, often difficult to obtain (see e.g., Independent Chief Inspector of 
the UK Border Agency 2014), further delaying or, in some cases, imped-
ing territorial exclusion. De Genova’s (2002) notion of deportability 
highlights the precarity of non-citizens who are subject to the ever-pre-
sent threat of removal.

Immigration detention is a unique site from which to experience 
deportation because the carceral conditions significantly limit how indi-
viduals can prepare, both emotionally and practically. People who are 
detained have few, if any, choice for when, how, and where they go. The 
Home office sets the date and time, the means (charter flight or com-
mercial airline), and the destination. It also arranges the escorts—typi-
cally subcontracted to private security firms such as Tascor or G4S—to 
accompany the individuals being deported on their flights to ensure 
they are properly delivered to their destinations. As such, those who are 
detained and facing removal experience notable constraints on their abil-
ity to act in their own best interests, narrowing—but not removing alto-
gether—the scope of choices available.

Detention tends to be sudden and unpredictable,5 even when it looms 
in people’s minds as a possibility (see also Hasselberg 2016). Most do 
not have the chance to pack or dispose of belongings, re-home pets, 
or settle affairs, including retrieving savings from bank accounts. The 
Home office does not permit temporary release from detention to pre-
pare for departure. Those who are detained have to rely on friends or 
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family members to assist them in this regard, packing up belongings into 
suitcases and delivering these to the detention centre. The inability to 
properly prepare for removal contributes to people’s sense of detention 
and deportation as unjust, undignified, and punitive. It also underscores 
the criminalising and control-oriented nature of these practices, particu-
larly in regards to lack of options (e.g., temporary escorted or unescorted 
absences) available to detainees to prepare them for deportation. The 
lack of preparedness, in turn, makes it hard for people to (re-)establish 
themselves once deported and may compound the psychological distress 
associated with removal (Cassarino 2004).

Studies of post-deportation outcomes for migrants highlight issues of 
impoverishment and financial hardship, displacement and loss of iden-
tity, cultural estrangement, psychological distress, shame, renegotiations 
of familial relationships, (gendered) stigmatisation, and, for some, law-
breaking and (re-)imprisonment (Peutz 2006; Brotherton and Barrios 
2009, 2011; Khosravi 2009; Drotbohm 2011, 2015; Zilberg 2011; 
Schuster and Majidi 2013, 2015; Golash-Boza 2013, 2015b). These 
issues, combined with the act of return to similar—or worse—situations 
from which people originally migrated, often create the conditions for 
remigration (Hiemstra 2012; Schuster and Majidi 2013, 2015; Galvin 
2015; París-Pombo and Peláez-Rodríguez 2015; Khosravi 2016). A 
smaller body of work explores deportee agency, including the ways in 
which they are able to use “foreign-earned capital” and transnational 
networks to improve their post-deportation outcomes (e.g., Anderson 
2015; Golash-Boza 2016). In some instances, deportation may result 
in death or serious injury, both during and after removal (Fekete 2005; 
Athwal 2015; Walters 2016). Significantly, however, less is known about 
what happens to migrants removed to third countries under the Dublin 
III Regulation6 or similar protocols.

The “idea of deportation,” Khosravi (2016, p. 172) observes, “is 
to restore the displaced, out-of-place people to their ‘natural’ place 
of life, their ‘home-land.’” It is a complex practice of deterritoriali-
sation, an unmooring that can break apart families, disrupt hopes and 
dreams, unsettle identities, and rewrite futures. As Coutin (2015,  
p. 674) reminds us, “deportation is not a discrete event; rather, it begins 
long before an individual is apprehended, through the myriad practices 
that make someone vulnerable in the first place” (see also Drotbohm 
and Hasselberg 2015; Hasselberg 2016), as well as extends beyond the 
actual removal itself, enmeshing (some) migrants in what Nyers (2003, 
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p. 1070) terms a “deportspora,” an abject, “transnational space of expul-
sion, oscillating between redeparture and redeportation” (Khosravi 
2016, p. 178). Moreover, as Walters (2016) convincingly argues, depor-
tation has a particular corporeality as it is made possible through vari-
ous modes of transport necessary for moving human beings from one 
place to another. It is marked by traumatic ruptures and emotional suf-
fering through both time (before/after) (Blue 2015) and space (here/
there). The impacts and implications of deportation are also felt far 
beyond the individual deportee, extending to his or her family, the send-
ing and receiving communities, and to broader social, economic, and 
political contexts (Hagan et al. 2011, 2015; Hiemstra 2012; Khosravi 
2016). And yet, although deportation is a violent exercise of state power 
and one that unequally impacts racialised and poor migrants, it does not 
reduce people to, in the words of Agamben (1998), “bare life”—irrevo-
cably damaged and politically insignificant. People resist, survive, adapt, 
(re)build their lives, (re)integrate, and carry on, even in difficult circum-
stances not of their choosing.

methods, dAtA, And informAnts

This chapter draws on data collected as part of a larger study of immi-
gration detention and expulsion in the UK. From September 2013 to 
August 2014, I carried out ethnographic fieldwork in four IRCs to 
explore the lived experiences of detention as well as questions of home, 
identity, and belonging. I then undertook (a) formal follow-up inter-
views with a sample of informants who had been released into the UK or 
deported to another country, and (b) kept in touch with them through 
telephone, email, and social media. The purpose of the follow-up inter-
views was to understand what happens after detention, including inform-
ants’ experiences of release or deportation and (re)integration.

This chapter focuses on the research with nine informants (two 
female, seven male) who were deported from the UK, and includes data 
collected as part of the formal interviews and our correspondence. With 
the exception of one informant who was removed to Italy under the 
Dublin III Regulation, the women and men in the study were returned 
to their “home”7 countries located in three main regions: Africa, South 
America, and Southeast Asia. The formal follow-up interviews, which 
were conducted over the telephone or via Skype, commenced in May 
2015 and occurred 10 to 18 months after expulsion from the UK, with 
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an average of 14 months post-deportation. I offered a small honorar-
ium (£15) for participants’ time that I sent electronically from the UK. 
I maintained contact with my informants after initially meeting them in 
detention and followed up with them periodically using the aforemen-
tioned communication channels. This follow-up correspondence was 
important as most informants were removed after I had ceased field-
work in the IRC in which we had met. Following up with informants 
and maintaining contact over time enabled a broader understanding of 
their situations and how they had adapted to their post-detention, post-
deportation lives.

The nine informants were:

• Adel A man in his late twenties from Morocco who lived in the UK 
for a year and two months. He was detained after breaking the con-
ditions of his student visa. He spent ten days in detention and then 
was administratively removed to Morocco in 2014.

• Aroleoba A man in his mid-twenties from Nigeria who lived in the 
UK for four years. He was detained for having over-stayed his stu-
dent visa and subsequently claimed asylum. He has a British-born 
son and had a British girlfriend at the time of his removal. He was 
detained for two months and then “voluntarily departed” to Nigeria 
through an Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR) scheme in 2013.

• Beata A woman in her mid-thirties from Namibia. She came to the 
UK to seek asylum and was detained immediately upon her arrival 
in the UK for over three months under the UK’s Detained Fast-
Track scheme.8 She was administratively removed to Namibia in 
2014.

• Bruna A woman in her late twenties from Brazil who lived in 
the UK for seven years after over-staying her visitor visa. She was 
detained for three weeks then administratively removed to Brazil in 
2014. Her boyfriend (now husband) was also detained (but in a dif-
ferent IRC) and administratively removed one week prior to Bruna.

• Buddy A man in his early forties from Pakistan who lived in the UK 
for nine years. He was accused of over-staying his work visa after 
his application was lost. He was detained for three months (much 
of which was spent being detained with his wife in a family deten-
tion unit) and then administratively removed via charter flight to 
Pakistan in 2014. His wife was administratively removed to Pakistan 
before him.
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• Dev A man in his early twenties from Bangladesh who lived in the 
UK for four and a half years. He over-stayed his student visa. He 
was detained for two months, and then administratively removed to 
Bangladesh in 2014.

• Levi A man in his mid-thirties from Jamaica who lived in the UK 
for 19 years after coming to the UK at age 14. He was married 
at the time of his deportation and has four British-born children. 
He served time in prison and as a “foreign-national offender” was 
subject to deportation. He was detained for over a year, and then 
deported to Jamaica in 2014.

• Olawale A man in his early forties from Nigeria who lived in the 
UK for one year prior to his detention. He claimed asylum based on 
his sexuality and was detained for nearly two years, then administra-
tively removed via charter flight to Nigeria in 2015.

• Zahir A man in his mid-twenties from Pakistan whose length of 
time in the UK is unknown. He claimed asylum after entering the 
UK via Calais, France. He was detained for four months, and then 
administratively removed to Italy under the Dublin III Regulation 
in 2014. He subsequently remigrated to Germany to seek asylum 
there.

All were forced to leave the UK for different reasons and all left directly 
from immigration detention. As indicated above, most were either 
“failed” asylum seekers or had broken the terms of their visas through 
over-staying or working “illegally” and were subject to administrative 
removal. Half of the informants reported having resided in the UK for 
significant periods of time, the longest being 19 years (Levi, Jamaica). All 
but one participant specified that they did not want to leave the UK, yet 
all, arguably, were returned “involuntarily.” The nature of this involun-
tariness is worth detailing, particularly given the context—immigration 
detention—from which they left British soil and the conditions facing 
them in their countries of origin (see Webber 2011). This is not to sug-
gest a false binary, but rather to acknowledge the structural and material 
conditions from which decisions to “cooperate” and “leave” are made.

The only informant, Bruna (Brazil), who wanted to leave the UK, 
had spent seven years living there irregularly; her detention and subse-
quent administrative removal marked, for her, a natural ending to this 
particular migration and to all of the difficulties associated with her life 
as an irregular migrant, which, in her words, “was not life.” In contrast, 
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Levi (Jamaica), olawale (Nigeria), Beata (Namibia), and Zahir (Pakistan) 
resisted their expulsion to the bitter end, pursing to the best of their 
ability all legal avenues of appeal to prevent their return. others, such 
as Dev (Bangladesh), Adel (Morocco), Aroleoba (Nigeria), and Buddy 
(Pakistan), had assessed their options from the confines of detention and 
opted to “give up” struggling with the Home office and “comply” with 
their administrative removal.

Aroleoba (Nigeria), for example, chose, after observing others stag-
nating in detention for months, to participate in a “voluntary” return 
scheme that was available to immigration detainees at the time. This 
scheme—called the AVR programme operated by the third sector 
organisation, Refugee Action—offered financial incentives to encourage 
detainees to “go home,” including money for setting-up businesses in 
the “home” country.9 For Aroleoba, the AVR programme helped him to 
avoid going back to Nigeria empty-handed. More specifically, the £500 
he received at the airport, and the further £800 he received after submit-
ting his receipts, enabled his onward migration to another African coun-
try to study.

It is important to note that several informants indicated their appre-
hension about speaking about their post-deportation experiences because 
they did not want to be seen as “victims” of the UK’s immigration sys-
tem. They did not want to be considered only a “deportee” instead of 
individuals with nuanced histories, presents, and futures. Such consid-
erations draw our attention to and remind us of participants’ agentic 
responses to their experiences and situations.

life After expulsion

The situations to which my informants returned varied, although for-
tunately none returned to active war zones. The majority had family in 
their home countries who provided accommodation and/or financial 
support, although some had to travel onward from the arrival airport 
to other villages and cities. Three participants reported, in the words of 
Levi (Jamaica), “coming home to nothing,” which made starting again 
more challenging and their (re)integration more isolating. This was espe-
cially the case for those like Levi and olawale (Nigeria) who had spent 
roughly half their lives abroad and for others like Beata (Namibia) who 
had fled their home countries. The notion of “reintegration” thus incor-
rectly assumes that these informants, and migrants, more generally, are 
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“integrated” to begin with. However, the responsibility for such prob-
lems, and the challenges and pains of deportation, are placed onto indi-
vidual returnees, their families and communities, and the countries to 
which they are returned. Upon each successful deportation, the British 
state absolves responsibility for what happens next.

In what follows, I highlight emergent themes on life after deporta-
tion as reported by my informants. These themes highlight the difficul-
ties of (re-)establishing oneself and the resilience necessary to cope with 
the numerous losses—inancial, occupational, familial, relational, cultural, 
social—associated with deportation from the UK, along with the need to 
carry on. Even though several informants noted some of the “positive” 
aspects of being back—the food, weather, and catching up with family 
and friends—the predominant experience of life after deportation is one 
of difficulty.

Being Deported from Detention

Being deported from detention posed significant problems for all 
informants. Even those who had the support of their families upon their 
return found life difficult, particularly because they could not prepare 
themselves from the confines of detention. As Adel (Morocco), explains:

There’s nothing prepared for you. There’s nothing. Because already you 
built all your life up to spend it there [in the UK], at least for, like, a cou-
ple of years. So you just suddenly come back without… with no money, 
with no papers… You’re not even expecting to go back, so those [first] 
two, three months were very hard surviving.

The sudden, unpredictable jolt of being disappeared from their life in the 
UK and put in immigration detention meant there was little that inform-
ants like Adel could do to prepare themselves for going back. From 
detention, Adel could not retrieve his “papers”—the original educational 
certificates and other paperwork—from his flat. These documents, he 
told me, were necessary for him to (re-)establish himself in Morocco, 
such as proving his credentials in order to get a job. Adel pointed to a 
Euro-centric presumption on the part of the British state that depor-
tees, such as him, could easily replace such vital documents lost through 
detention and deportation in their countries of origin. Dev (Bangladesh) 
also described having lost most of his belongings, including valuable 
clothes, shoes, and electronics, because of the luggage restrictions on his 
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removal flight. Such experiences were especially frustrating and worked 
to structurally disadvantage those being deported from immigration 
detention.

The situations from which informants were expelled from the UK also 
impacted how they dealt with their return. Levi (Jamaica), for instance, 
was distressed about his deportation from detention after the way his 
immigration case in the UK was handled. He was very angry at the 
British system and for how he was sent back. “I didn’t want to come to 
Jamaica this way,” Levi said, referring to having returned empty-handed 
while being separated from his wife and children, even after spending 
£20,000 fighting his immigration case.

Likewise, Beata (Namibia) remained significantly affected by her expe-
rience seeking asylum in the UK:

I think about it [detention] all the time. And it’s the reason why I’m going 
through what I went, what I’m going through now. There are things that 
I have forgotten, but I cannot forget that part.

She was horrified at the treatment she received after being placed in 
Britain’s Detained Fast-Track asylum system. She felt humiliated and dis-
criminated against by a racist immigration system that locked her up in 
immigration detention when she had come to the UK seeking help and 
did not believe her. The manner in which deportation occurs thus has 
important implications for how individuals experience this challenging 
temporal and spatial rupture and their ability to (re-)establish themselves.

Experiencing Deportation to a Third Country

Zahir (Pakistan) is the only informant who was not returned to his coun-
try of origin. After having his claim for asylum refused in the UK, he 
was administratively removed to Italy as per the Dublin III Regulation 
and left destitute. Without friends or family and encountering an asylum 
system that was, in his words, “a total mess” due to the lack of shelter 
or support given to asylum seekers—and which failed him the first time 
around—Zahir relied on the small amount of money he had saved while 
working at the British detention centre in which he was confined.10 Not 
wanting to beg, he worked “illegally” distributing advertising flyers for 
Pakistani business owners whom he says helped him but also took advan-
tage of him by paying him very little for his work (e.g., €30 for 14 hours 
of work).
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Approximately six months after being deported to Italy, Zahir met 
other asylum seekers who encouraged him to go to Germany. He took 
this advice and migrated there, with great difficulty, where he once again 
applied for asylum, still in search of a state that would finally accept 
responsibility for him. After five long years in Europe seeking asylum in 
multiple countries yet being restricted by having his “fingerprints” taken 
(as per the Dublin III Regulation) in Italy, Zahir hoped that Germany 
would give him the protection and regularised status that would allow 
him to build a life. As he waited in Germany for a decision on his asy-
lum claim, Zahir wondered how he could have better spent the past five 
years and what he might have accomplished instead of irregularly migrat-
ing around Europe looking for sanctuary and a place he could call home. 
Zahir’s experience highlights the unique challenges facing non-European 
migrants deported within Europe under the Dublin III Regulation, ren-
dering them vulnerable as responsibility is passed from state to state.

Stigmatisation and Mistreatment

The experience of detention and expulsion was something most partici-
pants tried to keep to themselves, which may contribute to the experience 
of isolation and social or cultural estrangement. Their attempts at secrecy 
underscores the stigmatising and criminalising effects of these policies 
and practices (see also Brotherton and Barrios 2009; Golash-Boza 2013; 
Schuster and Majidi 2015). Adel (Morocco), for instance, only told a few 
trusted family members, all of whom agreed not to tell his mother. He 
also worried how the broader community would perceive his experience, 
explaining that “it’s not good when you say to people that ‘I was abroad 
in France or in England and then I was detained and deported back 
home.’” Since detention and deportation are not typically well under-
stood but still associated with wrongdoing and illegality, they are difficult 
practices to explain. Simply, they do not look like “good” things to expe-
rience and those subject to them are guilty by association. Adel thus wor-
ried that the “stain” of detention and deportation could impact his future 
career prospects if members of his community found out.

Beata (Namibia) also kept her experiences quiet upon her return:

I never told anybody that I was actually locked up since the first day 
I arrived in the UK and was thrown on a plane by English immigration 
officers who regard coming here to deport Namibians as a holiday, and 
casually discuss how they are going to enjoy it.
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Such experiences were not anticipated by most informants and did not 
align with preconceived visions of the UK as a stronghold of human 
rights, particularly for those seeking asylum. Beata’s treatment both 
humiliated and angered her, and highlighted unequal relations of power 
between the UK and Namibia, and between British citizen (on holiday, 
free to move) and non-citizen deportee (rejected, forcibly removed), and 
contributed to her sense of injustice about the experience. By choosing 
to keep quiet, she tried to manage the shame and stigmatisation associ-
ated with her detention, deportation, and failed asylum claim.

Feelings of anger and humiliation were also experienced by other 
informants. Buddy (Pakistan) said that he was “treated like a crimi-
nal” and that the British government dealt with him unjustly, particu-
larly after he had spent nearly ten years legally working there as a skilled 
migrant. His comment about being treated like a criminal is indicative 
of the stigmatising impacts of detention and deportation as being asso-
ciated with wrongdoing and illegality, something Buddy viewed as mis-
treatment. Levi (Jamaica) also perceived his deportation as inherently 
unfair as he had grown up in England and had not been back to Jamaica 
for 19 years. “How is it justified?” he asked. “How can they send some-
one back to somewhere they don’t know?” In addition to his percep-
tions of mistreatment by the British state, Levi also reported that people 
in Jamaica, including members of his family, “treat [him] like a piece of 
shit” because he “didn’t come back like Santa Claus” (i.e., with lots of 
money and gifts). As a so-called “criminal deportee” and “migration fail-
ure,” Levi did not live up to the expectations of a successful migrant as 
he returned to Jamaica with nothing after nearly two decades in the UK. 
Such testimonies point to the stigmatising impacts of deportation and 
how feelings of mistreatment are common experiences of being detained 
and expelled from the UK.

The Gendered Implications of Deportation

The gendered implications of life after deportation also emerged through 
several participants’ narratives, reflecting the findings of previous 
research (e.g., Golash-Boza 2013). Dev (Bangladesh) explained that as 
the eldest son in his family, it was both his “time to give back” as well as 
“stand” on his own—responsibilities that were difficult after experiencing 
deportation and returning with none of the resources (e.g., a UK col-
lege degree, money, etc.) that would enable him to assume this gendered 
role.
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Likewise, Buddy (Pakistan) told me:

I’m trying to stand up again, trying to build things from scratch because as 
a man it’s my job to make something out of it. I have to survive.

Buddy’s gendered and heteronormative responsibilities “as a man” were 
tied to the breakdown of his marriage, a process that began in the UK 
when he and his wife were detained and deported, and ended in divorce 
in Pakistan. He explained that his wife asked for a divorce because of the 
immigration troubles they experienced in the UK—troubles that were 
indicative of his gendered failure to provide for his family. Similarly, 
Adel’s (Morocco) engagement with his fiancée was called off because 
detention and deportation were unacceptable “marks” on a future 
son-in-law, presumably signalling a lack of worth as a man and future 
provider. Such losses underscore both the emotional tolls and the stig-
matising consequences of these practices.

In contrast, Bruna (Brazil) did not experience her deportation as 
stigmatising but it brought the issue of reproduction to the forefront, 
including the roles of wife and mother. When I asked her what she 
wanted to do after being back in Brazil, she told me: “I want to have 
family. I want to build my family. I want to have kids.” Unlike Buddy 
and Adel, Bruna’s deportation did not result in the loss of her intimate 
relationship. Her desire to have a family also precluded remigration as 
an option for post-deportation life. The intersections between gender, 
reproduction, and migration are noteworthy here; due to the challenges 
of living life irregularly in the UK, Bruna delayed having children, while 
being deported Brazil helped prioritise her desire for a family.

Experiencing Isolation

Several informants reported a solitary existence after deportation—a fea-
ture of life that was, for some, self-imposed and, for others, occurred 
through social and/or cultural estrangement. Aroleoba (Nigeria), for 
instance, said that he lost touch with most of his friends in the UK but 
this was his choice. At first, he says he shut himself away “to get [his] 
head straight” (i.e., mentally and emotionally process his situation) and 
then when he felt ready, he started socialising again. However, interact-
ing with his African peers occasionally made him feel badly because of 
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what he lost through his deportation from the UK. Buddy (Pakistan) 
also felt “antisocial” because of his experiences, including the breakdown 
of his marriage, explaining that he chose to focus on work rather than 
spending time with others. He described how his family did not under-
stand what he went through, which contributed to his sense of isolation.

After being deported from the UK, Beata (Namibia) reported (via 
email) that she was both isolated and stigmatised:

I did not only experience rejection from family but also from my commu-
nity at large and some of my friends. Everybody was treating me as if I was 
a murderer or some sort of a demon.

This estrangement left her feeling rejected and depressed. overcoming 
the experiences of detention, the failed asylum claim, and deportation 
were made much more difficult due to the seclusion and stigmatisation 
Beata encountered upon her return.

Similarly, Levi (Jamaica) said he did not have any friends except 
for one man he met in immigration detention and was also deported 
to Jamaica but lives at the opposite end of the island. He was also 
extremely disappointed with members of his family in Jamaica who 
offered no support: “Everyone I thought I could rely on isn’t there [for 
me].” In response, Levi distanced himself from his family, saying: “I’m 
alone, by myself.” He explained that post-deportation life was a “hard, 
hard situation” to deal with by himself, which increased his feelings of 
disillusionment and anger both towards his family and the UK immigra-
tion system.

olawale (Nigeria) also experienced isolation on account of his sexual-
ity and fear of being “outed” as bisexual in a country in which homo-
sexuality is illegal. He worried about failing to live up to normative 
conceptions of masculinity in Nigerian society and was cognisant that 
by not having a girlfriend, he was not conforming, which increased his 
risk of being found out. Yet, at the same time, he did not feel this was 
a sustainable solution; he needed to come out eventually. “I’ve lost so 
much,” olawale told me, “not just time, [but] losing my life because I 
don’t live my life, I’m living someone else’s.” Staying away from others 
helped him protect himself, but also increased his susceptibility to sus-
picion for failing to confirm to masculine and heteronormative cultural 
norms.
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Coping with Distress

Life after expulsion was, for some, therefore characterised by significant 
psychological distress, linked to both the reasons for migration (e.g., asy-
lum-seeking) and the social, material, and financial situations to which 
they were returned. While there is not enough space to detail the mental 
health consequences of the sort of indefinite immigration detention that 
participants experienced prior to their deportation (see e.g., Bosworth 
2016), it is important to note how detention can produce new vulnera-
bilities or compound pre-existing ones while generally being a traumatis-
ing experience. Returnees’ experiences of detention can thus shape how 
they cope with the distress of deportation.

Beata (Namibia), who, as noted above, had sought asylum in the UK 
and was detained immediately upon arrival, was having a difficult time 
when I interviewed her:

I really try to get back to just the way it was… I tried, but I seem to be 
going downhill. I just can’t pick up… it’s now almost two years, and just 
nothing is working. Everything is going from bad to worse.

Estranged from her family and having lost her job and belongings due to 
the reasons she left Namibia to seek asylum in the UK, Beata returned to 
“nothing.” Initially, she found a job but was let go because of her dete-
riorating mental health.

Sometimes I feel like I don’t… I’m not thinking of taking my life, but 
sometimes I feel that I’m really dying. And sometimes I don’t sleep 
because I’m afraid I might die in my sleep, just, just like that; that maybe it 
can just happen. I’ve lost so much weight. And I’m not getting my period 
any more. I haven’t got my period in something like more than half a year, 
because I’ve lost so much weight. And sometimes I feel sick, just sick.

Beata was suffering from clinical depression yet had limited access to psy-
chological counselling or to a social safety net that would provide her 
support while she dealt with her mental and physical health issues. She 
coped with the assistance of anti-depressants and by smoking cigarettes.

olawale (Nigeria) worried about returning to old habits, including 
drinking alcohol, to survive his situation. He worked out at the gym to 
burn off the stress associated with his failed asylum application and hav-
ing been returned to a context in which he could not be himself as a 
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self-identified bisexual man. The toughest part, olawale said, was the 
realisation that “there’s no way out of this.” Coping with the distress of 
deportation was especially challenging due to feeling of being “stuck” in 
the situation, pointing to the sense of powerlessness associated with this 
lived experience for some participants.

Barriers to Remigration

Given the challenges facing returnees, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
onward migration—actual and/or imagined—was a common response 
to post-deportation life. For most informants, their forced return meant 
they were not able to accomplish their aspirations through their migra-
tion to the UK—what de Regt and Tafesse (2016) term the “good sides 
of migration”—such as completing their education, being granted asylum, 
or obtaining permanent resident status. This increased in some the desire 
to try again. For instance, Buddy (Pakistan) sought opportunities for fur-
ther migration as a skilled migrant worker in the Middle East, but was 
not able to find something comparable to the job he had in the UK. Dev 
(Bangladesh) also wanted to remigrate to work or study in another Western 
country and would ask me via Facebook as to whether being detained 
and deported were likely to negatively impact his future visa applications. 
However, the major impediment to him remigrating was having enough 
money for the visa application, particularly after his family had spent con-
siderable amounts getting him to the UK on a student visa in the first place.

As noted above, Aroleoba (Nigeria) used his AVR money to move 
to a nearby country to pursue his education, reworking the unhelpful 
AVR scheme to his advantage. After spending a few months in Nigeria 
after his deportation, his decision to remigrate was a way of responding 
to his new situation and gave him the opportunity to focus on himself 
and his education so he could, in his words, “bounce back.” However, 
the desire for further migration was in Aroleoba’s mind. He did not 
want to live in Africa. Europe or North America were his ideal destina-
tions because of the higher standard of living. Like Dev (Bangladesh), 
Aroleoba left Nigeria when he was an adolescent (age 17) and simi-
larly viewed his most formative experiences as occurring in the UK and 
Europe, not Africa. Yet, despite wanting to remigrate, he told me that he 
was “done struggling,” referring to the challenges of migrating to the 
Global North and having lost all that he had worked for during his time 
in the UK.
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Likewise, Bruna (Brazil) recognised the difficulties associated with 
migration to a Western country, particularly for those with limited access 
to regularised channels like migrant work visas. She viewed her inability 
to pursue an education as a result of her time spent living irregularly in 
the UK. Yet, Bruna and her husband tried again, remigrating to Canada 
after obtaining work visas shortly after being deported to Brazil. They 
spent about seven months in Canada before going back to Brazil due to 
an illness in the family. Regarding further migration, Bruna said: “I’m 
tired… We’re not young any more, you know, to have adventures.” With 
aging parents and the desire to have a family, remigration was not a feasi-
ble option for her.

Remigration to the UK was very much desired by Levi (Jamaica), who 
wanted to find a way to get back to his wife, children, and extended fam-
ily. Yet, he felt stuck: “I don’t know how I’ll get out of Jamaica.” The 
lack of financial resources to move on, combined with his criminal record 
and ten-year ban on re-entering the UK due to his deportation, pre-
sented significant obstacles. Similarly, olawale (Nigeria) spoke about the 
challenge of being returned to a place in which, in his words, there was 
“nowhere to go” (see also Coutin 2010). The feeling of being stuck was 
thus a common experience among informants as the barriers to remigra-
tion stacked up. Even as some informants were returned to conditions 
that sparked their original migrations (see Schuster and Majidi 2015), 
the impediments to remigration were too great for most, at least in the 
short-term.

Ties to the UK

Several informants also noted both the emotional and practical chal-
lenges of managing their transnational ties to the UK after deportation. 
Dev (Bangladesh) explained that:

[s]till now, I always listen to […] Capital FM, and watch the news, watch-
ing the X Factors, the UK shows. I’m just evolving here, like gradually 
[…] I can’t get rid of these things.

He still felt connected to the English city where he had lived, follow-
ing the news and watching British television shows online. Dev told me 
that it was hard to speak Bengali properly at first, which marked him as 
an outsider. Yet he used his English language skills—what Golash-Boza 
(2016) terms “foreign-earned capital”—to get a job at a call centre. 
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Dev’s identity and sense of belonging was very much tied to the UK and 
it was hard to for him to (re-)adapt and let it go. Indeed, at time of writ-
ing, his Facebook profile indicates he still lives in the UK. Dev’s new life 
in Bangladesh was very much “defined in relation to the (im)possibility 
of returning legally” to the UK (Coutin 2010, p. 206), something that 
pained him.

Expulsion from the UK also meant the separation of informants 
from their family, friends, and communities. For Levi (Jamaica), depor-
tation separated him from his wife and children, as well as other fam-
ily members, including cousins whom he had helped migrate to the UK. 
Similarly, Aroleoba (Nigeria) was separated from his then British girl-
friend and his British-born son. Bruna (Brazil) missed her friends in the 
UK and her younger sister who was also living irregularly there. These 
relationships were either lost through the rupture of deportation or had 
to be managed virtually through telephone or social media. Deportation 
thus does not singularly impact the individual and her or his sense of 
belonging, but extends to family and friends as well, generating new 
transnational ties to the UK in its wake.

conclusions

The above discussion highlights the variety of experiences and situations 
that characterise and shape life after expulsion for my informants. The 
findings echo previous research on post-deportation experiences and 
outcomes such as emotional distress, financial hardship, stigmatisation, 
gendered expectations, and desires for remigration. In this chapter, the 
diversity of locales to which informants were sent, their different back-
grounds, reasons for migration, and length of time in the UK, and their 
varying access to familial support and resources, offers nuanced insight 
into life after forced return for a small sample of informants.

This chapter stresses two important aspects associated with inform-
ants’ experiences of expulsion and life after deportation. First, it shows 
the lasting impacts of immigration detention. Being removed from immi-
gration detention prevents people from preparing for their return, pre-
cluding even the most basic steps they could take to help minimise some 
of the difficulties and challenges associated with deportation, such as 
selling belongings to raise funds, or retrieving original documents neces-
sary for obtaining employment in the home country. The experiences of 
detention also impact how people adjust, compounding the emotional 
distress of deportation. It is also through deportation that some of the 
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carceral logics of detention extend to the country of origin (or return), 
which can become a site of confinement for returnees (Coutin 2010).11 
As Coutin (2010, p. 205) observes, even as they “enjoy the right to 
exit their countries, this right is not particularly meaningful if there is 
nowhere to go.” Although they are no longer detained, returnees face 
being stuck with no money to go elsewhere and restrictions on their abil-
ity to do so (e.g., bans on legal re-entry).

Second, informants’ narratives emphasise the challenges of start-
ing their lives again after deportation. As noted above, although none 
of my informants was sent to active war zones, all were sent back after 
transformative migration experiences and had to (re)start their lives 
while lacking the necessary preparation and resources to do so. All were 
returned to countries with little to nothing in the way of social safety 
nets that could assist them in (re)building their lives. Most relied on fam-
ily and friends to meet their basic needs (i.e., shelter, food) and/or to 
gain employment. Significantly, these data show that all informants are 
trying to (re)construct their lives, foregrounding issues of agency and the 
resilience to carry on, even in difficult situations not of their choosing 
and whilst having to manage psychosocial distress.

It is essential, therefore, to consider returnees’ agentic responses to 
their post-deportation lives—including my informants’ wishes to be por-
trayed as whole human beings, not as “deportees” or as “victims” of 
the UK immigration system. Failing to recognise returnees’ agency and 
humanity risks missing the nuances and complexities of the lived experi-
ences of deportation. The data presented here are only moments in time. 
Longitudinal research with individuals who have experienced detention 
and deportation would help improve understanding of how they put 
their lives back together, while attending to people’s agency, resilience, 
and strengths. Above all, these data show that deportability, actual expul-
sion, and life after deportation are very much structured and mediated 
by global inequalities characterised by unequal access to avenues for reg-
ularised migration, impoverishment, and limited access to social security, 
along familiar lines of race, gender, and socio-economic status.
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notes

 1.  All informants were given a pseudonym, either one they picked themselves 
or one I chose for them.

 2.  An “enforced removal” is defined as an instance “where it has been estab-
lished that a person has breached UK immigration laws and has no valid 
leave to remain within the UK. The Home office enforces their depar-
ture to ensure they leave the UK” (Home office 2016, n.p).

 3.  In the UK, administrative removal and deportation are separate legal pro-
cesses and categories. Although both involve the expulsion of individu-
als to another country and restrictions on re-entry (ranging from one 
year to ten years’ duration), deportation refers specifically to individuals 
who are subject to expulsion due to their criminal convictions and is now 
mandatory for those receiving sentences of imprisonment greater than 
12 months. However, in this chapter, deportation is used throughout to 
denote the forced removal of a migrant from a state’s territory.

 4.  Such experiences range from the upset associated with being taken the air-
port or onto an aeroplane only to have the flight cancelled at the last min-
ute and being returned to detention, to the trauma of screaming and/
or physically resisting removal on a commercial aeroplane—both of which 
are experiences described to me by informants in my larger study. See also 
the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (2016) for 
an assessment of escort and ticketing processes for enforced removals.

 5.  A common pathway into detention—and then to deportation—is being 
detained when reporting at one of the Home office’s immigration 
reporting centres. Informants in this study were also arrested during 
immigration raids at their homes or places of work.

 6.  The Dublin III Regulation stipulates that only one EU Member State is 
responsible for determining an asylum application. Consequently, an indi-
vidual may be returned to the Member State deemed responsible for her 
or his application (EUR-Lex 2015).

 7.  There is not space here to delve into the nuances and problematics 
of the term “home” and how it is experienced both legally (e.g., as in 
being denied residency or citizenship and hence the right to claim a cer-
tain place as “home”) and emotionally (e.g., through the act of being 
expelled from what may be considered “home” to the “home” the British 
state has determined).

 8.  Detained Fast-Track was, at the time of research, a scheme that enabled 
the Home office to detain those whose asylum claims it deemed quickly 
determinable to an expedited process that also limited opportunity for 
appeals. This process has since been suspended due to its unlawfulness 
(see Phelps 2016).
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 9.  In 2013, during the early stages of fieldwork, the, then, UK Border 
Agency and the IRC operators pushed the AVR programme, which was 
contracted to the British charity, Refuge Action, within IRCs. In addi-
tion to financial incentives, this programme offered eligible participants 
the chance of a more “normal” return flight, such as flying without pri-
vate security escorts, and a larger luggage allowance. However, the Home 
office changed the eligibility criteria for the programme, excluding those 
in immigration detention and reclassifying this population as undeserving 
of this option. See Webber (2011) and Black et al. (2011) for more on 
“voluntary” return programmes.

 10.  In the British system of immigration detention, detainees are frequently 
employed (typically for £1 per hour) as kitchen assistants, food servers, 
cleaners, litter pickers, and activity orderlies, although the privilege to 
work may be withheld by the Home office for detainees who are non-
compliant with their immigration cases or contravene the centre rules. 
See Burnett and Chebe (2010).

 11.  Thanks to Mary Bosworth for drawing my attention to this point.
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CHAPTER 4

Helping Women Prepare for Removal: The 
Case of Jamaica

Alice Gerlach

The concept of preparedness in return migration studies refers to the 
level of preparation an individual has prior to their arrival in their home 
nation, and the way in which the aspects of this groundwork interacts 
with their ability to resettle (Cassarino 2004). In Jean-Pierre Cassarino’s 
introduction to the concept of preparedness, he categorises return 
migrants by three levels of preparedness, high, low, and no preparedness 
and argues that the group within which an individual is situated influ-
ences their ability to successfully reintegrate. Those in the high level of 
preparedness, Cassarino argues, typically have strong incentives and 
motivation to return home, alongside having met their migration objec-
tives. Immigrants with low level of preparedness more typically return 
home earlier than planned due to failure to meet migration objectives 
or due to family circumstances. Those who return with no preparedness 
are typically those who are removed from their host country against their 
will. In this chapter, I explore the experiences of women who would 
expect to fall into the lowest level of Cassarino’s categories: those who 
are expelled from a country, and thus have no preparedness to return. 
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The chapter focuses on the relative preparedness of former prisoners in 
the UK and that of those who spent time in immigration detention, and 
presents evidence that suggests women who have spent time in prison 
are better prepared for their return to Jamaica than those who overstayed 
visas and returned via Immigration Removal Centres. I begin by provid-
ing reasons why women leave Jamaica in the first instance, before turn-
ing to their experiences of prison or the detention centre system before 
returning to their lives upon return.

The fieldwork for my research took place over two visits to Jamaica, 
between March and August 2015. Twenty-six women were inter-
viewed for the project, with each woman interviewed once. Half the 
women interviewed (13) had been removed from Jamaica after spending 
time in prison in the UK, and half had been removed due to immigra-
tion infringements. Interviews were arranged with the help of two local 
research assistants who contacted each woman, explained the project and 
arranged a public space to meet. Most discussions were between 30 min-
utes to an hour and a half long in duration.

why do people leAve JAmAicA AnywAy?
The reason why women leave Jamaica in the first instance provides 
important context to their experience of preparedness in the UK, and 
upon return. Women who had immigrated to the UK and were not 
involved in the carriage of drugs were often in a better position than 
their prisoner counterparts before they left Jamaica. These women 
moved from Jamaica to go in search of jobs or education so that they 
were able to better themselves and send home money to their children. 
In most cases, women had family in the UK who were able to help buy 
their fares and initially support them on their arrival. Tanish,1 for exam-
ple, had a disabled daughter and moved to the UK in the hope she could 
eventually send for her child:

I have my sick daughter, I was trying to get a future for her, like, if me did 
get me stay, I would have tried to come, if me could have carried her over 
and so forth. Because you know over there, they have better opportunity 
with those kids.

Tanish had spent five years in London; she stayed with a friend and cared 
for that friend’s daughter in return for money to travel around London. 
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Whenever she could, she would send money to her sister in Jamaica, 
who was caring for her child while she was away. Tanish was arrested 
by immigration officers who had come to the house where she was liv-
ing in search of someone else. They asked Tanish to show her passport, 
and requested she also prove her right to be in the UK. She was unable 
to and, thus, she was taken to immigration detention and removed to 
Jamaica soon afterwards.

Most of the women who had arrived in the UK on tourist or student 
visas, staying on after these had elapsed, were unprepared for their return 
to Jamaica. These women were often caught out by chance. However, 
there were also cases of unpreparedness where women had tried to renew 
their visas, but were unable to complete the process. Their failure to reg-
ulate their stay was usually due to a lack of understanding of how the 
system worked, or of how to proceed with the Home office if something 
went wrong. Brook, for example, described to me how she had lived 
in the UK for eight years before she was deported in 2009. Brook had 
moved to the UK to live with her sister, who had arranged her passport 
and initial visa. When time came for her visa to be renewed Brook’s sister 
sent off her passport as required. However, attempts by postal workers to 
return her passport failed when no-one was home to receive the package. 
Brooke described to me multiple efforts to retrieve the passport, and 
despite attempts to contact the Home office she was never successful in 
securing the return of her documents. After eight years, she was detained 
when immigration came to her home looking for her housemate, but 
finding Brook instead. Brook spent 6 months in detention fighting to 
stay in the UK before she was returned to Jamaica.

Women who had spent time in prison in the UK appeared more pre-
pared for their return than those who were removed from the country 
on immigration grounds. The women I interviewed had typically been 
caught with contraband on arrival in the UK, spent between two and 
four years in prison, and were removed once they had served the com-
pulsory prison time their sentence required.2 Women in this study who 
were deported due to criminal offence had usually carried drugs to the 
UK. They told me they did so because of financial desperation. They 
described how they were struggling to feed themselves and their chil-
dren, and that when they were offered a large sum of money for their 
involvement they felt compelled to participate.3 Though most women 
admitted knowing what they were doing was wrong, they were unaware 
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of the potential criminal or physical consequences involved. olivia spent 
three and a half years in prison in the UK for trafficking illegal sub-
stances. She was a single mother of 6 children when she carried drugs 
overseas, she explained:

Well, I couldn’t find meals for the kids, couldn’t find clothing for the kids 
and I didn’t want to turn to prostitution, you know? or to steal anything 
from anybody, so I got the offer, so I took the offer. Because the equip-
ment, they didn’t say it was like a danger, that you will get caught in the 
situation.

olivia told me that she was not aware she was transporting drugs, 
though she described swallowing pills4 before the flight. She was also not 
aware of the dangers to herself if the drug packages had burst inside her 
body. Women like olivia were removed following their imprisonment as 
they had no legal status in the UK.

the common struggles for women returned to JAmAicA

Labelling and Stigma

Regardless of the reason for their initial departure from Jamaica and level 
of preparedness on return, those who are forcibly returned from the UK 
face a hostile welcome. The population of returned migrants are labelled 
“deportees,” and stigmatised, based on this label, by people within 
the Jamaican community. The long history of drug trade and gangs 
in the Caribbean, and return of a number of well-known gang leaders 
and members for their involvement in criminal activities related to this 
trade (Miller 2012), has resulted in the “criminalisation” of individuals 
returned to Jamaica. There is a wide spread perception among people in 
Jamaica that “deportees” have committed crime overseas and that they 
will continue to commit crime on their return to Jamaica. Irrespective 
of the reason for deportation, either for a criminal or administrative 
migration offence, all those returned are labelled by local communities 
as criminal (cf. Headley 2006). Although there is no evidence to sup-
port this claim, national newspapers continue to reproduce the stigma 
(see Golash-Boza 2015).
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Cassandra had spent 14 years in the UK before she was returned to 
Jamaica. For most of this time she had a valid student visa and lived off 
the 20 hours work a week she was allowed to do alongside her stud-
ies. She was detained and ultimately removed in 2014 after she tried 
to change her student visa to an “unmarried partner” visa. Cassandra 
explained to me the reaction of people in her community about her 
deportation:

You know when I tell people they have a funny reaction about deportee 
or something. You can’t tell everybody because they will start to label you 
as that. Cause even if they know your name, they won’t call you by your 
name. They say “deportee, deportee”. They call plenty people like that.

Women in the study usually returned to the same communities they had 
lived in before leaving for the UK. During interviews women recounted 
being shunned, looked down on by their former communities, for being 
a “deportee.” As will be described later in this chapter, women who had 
been abroad were expected to appear wealthy after their time away from 
Jamaica. If women reappeared from an extended stay abroad without 
meeting these expectations they were easily recognisable as someone who 
had been unwillingly returned.

Women usually relied on the help of friends and families to get by 
before their trip to the UK, and found this avenue of support closed to 
them soon after return. Naomi had spent approximately three years in 
prison in the UK. Like olivia, she was struggling to earn money and 
was approached with an offer to carry drugs. Naomi also told me she 
was unaware what the packages she was asked to swallow contained. on 
her return from the UK in 2003, Naomi described how former friends 
treated her differently, no longer offering the help they once did. She 
described making telephone calls to former friends when in search of 
something for her dinner:

I was calling a gentleman to ask him for two cabbage to steam for my din-
ner and he give somebody else his phone to answer to me. Yeah. And I 
know he is there. He give it to somebody else to answer.

The feeling of being ignored by former friends was stressful for the 
women in this study. There were also accounts of direct and harmful 
reactions by former friends who were verbally aggressive. Women who 
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had spent long periods overseas were expected by the local community 
to have earned relatively high wages compared with their Jamaican coun-
terparts. The women in this study were accused of wasting their oppor-
tunity, and consequently they received less help from their community to 
resettle in Jamaica. Anna, who had been in the UK for two years before 
she was held by immigration in 2005, described how she isolated herself 
on return to avoid hard questioning about her situation:

They say, oooh, you up foreign and you come back in here, they want me 
to get them something, give them that. So I just stay to myself. If they 
going to ask me for something that is what they is going to say after. [They 
asked me] was there wasting your time, why did you overstay in the first 
place?

Women who isolated themselves did so to protect themselves from the 
harsh judgements of those in their communities, and to avoid the emo-
tional consequences of their treatment by others. Nyesha, for whom 
migration was a way to escape an abusive relationship, spent 11 years in 
the UK, returning to Jamaica in 2012. She explained her frustration at 
being badly treated by people around her and how this affected her sense 
of dignity:

I know people know within themselves that’s what happen, because they 
said, you go away for so long, why you come back here to just sit down 
like this, and they will question you. How much did you pay for your fare? 
How much did you do that and, so I know they have it in them. That I am 
deported. And they thinking, sometimes they say, you can’t even buy this 
here, and you been away for so long? Can you buy me this? And you don’t 
even have money, you can’t even do your hair, you can’t even.. you know.. 
which is very undignified. To me. You understand?

on return, Nyesha was forced to return to the home of her former part-
ner, though they were no longer in a relationship. Nyesha spent most of 
her time indoors and had little contact with anyone outside her immedi-
ate family.
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Lack of Income and Employment

once labelled and stigmatised as a deportee, many women found it dif-
ficult to find secure employment. In July 2015, when the interviews for 
this project took place, the unemployment rate in Jamaica was 13.1%. 
For women in Jamaica this rate was substantially higher at 17.7%, and 
has since risen to 18.4%, as reported in April 2016 (Statistics Institute 
of Jamaica 2016). In this already difficult jobs market employers were 
unwilling to hire from a population “considered undesirable”. Women 
also felt they were discriminated against due to age. In Jamaica, employ-
ers are able to advertise for employees within an age range, and for 
women this range was typically under 35 years old. This finding is sup-
ported by other researchers, who found employees in Jamaica between 
45 and 65 were more likely to be fired, and less likely to be hired in the 
first instance (Mujtaba et al. 2004, 2006).

Very few women who participated in this research had secure employ-
ment, with most surviving from hustling, where they make money out-
side the formal market. In Jamaica, hustling practices range from the 
selling of goods on the street, wiping windscreens at red lights, assisting 
tourists to carry their luggage, to more creative service provisions such 
as the braiding of tourists hair or similar. Women in the study described 
how they had to build up their stock of goods over time. They would 
start with one or two items, such as a bottle of shampoo or roll of toilet 
paper and when these items sold they would use the profits to slowly 
accumulate a larger collection of goods for sale. The items were sold 
from blankets and carts on Kingston’s busy streets. There were a small 
number of women in the study who were more successful vendors, and 
ran market stalls or shops. These women were able to make enough 
money to find accommodation and feed themselves and their family, 
though increasing competition and economic instability meant women 
had to top up their earnings by taking on additional work such as laun-
dry or other service opportunities. While the practices of hustling and 
small-scale vending allowed women a source of income, it was rarely 
enough to cover all their needs and so this practice was supplemented by 
begging to friends and family.

Begging was a source of shame for women in this study. Those who 
had lived in the UK, in particular, had become accustomed to their 
role as provider for their children in Jamaica. These women were used 
to being independent and were proud of the help they could provide. 
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Begging was an overwhelming, though necessary, departure from this 
role and caused a great deal of distress.

Chronic Deprivation and Poverty

The inability to secure meaningful employment and income for most of 
the women in the study resulted in circumstances of prolonged depriva-
tion and poverty. An ongoing fight for survival was the overwhelming 
theme in the interviews. Joanne was 65 years old when I interviewed her. 
She had spent approximately 11 years in the UK before she was deported 
in 2014. In the UK she survived by catering for small parties with the 
help of family and friends there. Joanne stressed her inability to manage 
her new life in Jamaica, comparing her situation in England when she 
was independent, and able to provide for her family by sending money 
home. Joanne felt pained by the loss of her autonomy, especially when 
she resorted to begging for help. Furthermore, accommodation was dif-
ficult to find and expensive if women were unable to stay with family and 
friends. Joanne described to me her current accommodation in Jamaica:

The place? It’s like… it’s not clean. The place is not clean. The drain 
blocked. Insects. Rubbish. You come in like dump, and you have to be 
squeezing in those kind of places. I cannot manage it, you understand me?

Some women returned to Jamaica were fortunate enough to have homes 
to come back to; however, most were returning after many years abroad 
and found their homes in various states of disrepair. Jocelyn had spent 
4 years in the UK, first as a visitor, and then as a prisoner after being 
held for her involvement in “helping” an acquaintance.5 She had left her 
house in the care of her adult son and his cousin, and on return had 
found they had stolen anything of value and left the rest in disarray:

oh, I’d have my house that I leave. But everything was mash up. 
Everything. Jewellery, passbook, everything. Cause they never keep the 
place, them mash up my furniture and everything.

In addition to accommodation problems, it was not unusual for women 
to go without food. Joanne who was introduced earlier was initially liv-
ing with her twenty-four-year-old son, but was asked to move from the 
one-bedroom home in Kingston by her son’s girlfriend. Her son contin-
ued to support her. However, he had since lost his job:
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Now he’s not working. He would like help from me, but I can’t even help 
myself… I don’t remember sitting and eating anything warm for a month 
cause I don’t have the money and he don’t have it either.

Women found the struggle for food hard, particularly in relation to their 
former lives in the UK. Earlene had spent 10 years working in London 
at various cleaning jobs. She had left four children in Jamaica, aged 
between 7 and 13 years old, and sent back money for them when she 
could. She discussed with me the stress she felt when remembering what 
her life was like in the UK:

Sometime now looking in my fridge, the only thing I see here is a water 
bottle. You know? Sometimes I feel like I drink some milk, and I think, 
oh my God, back in England you can get a big jug of milk for a pound. 
And out here, a little small box cost you JMD 50 [Jamaican Dollars; about 
£0.30] and you can’t even buy it.

Earlene and others continued to wonder if their lives would have been 
better if they had remained in Jamaica in the first instance, and this 
caused anguish. The economic situation in Jamaica was perceived to 
have deteriorated in their absence, disadvantaging anyone who had not 
remained in employment throughout.

Responsibilities as Mothers

The situation for women who had children was complicated by their 
roles and responsibilities as mothers. Many mothers could not afford 
to feed their children. Women described how they had to choose 
between feeding their children or sending them to school. Shantel 
had spent 9 months in prison in the UK for carrying drugs. She had 
accepted the drugs with the idea to stay in the UK after, and to send 
back money for the two children she had at the time, the youngest of 
which was a baby. Since her return Shantel has given birth to three 
more children, and described to me why she felt unable to send them 
to school:

You have to have lunch money for them, cause you can’t send them with 
empty stomach. It’s better that they outside and they hustle a bit and 
get some dumpling and butter, then they go to school. You understand? 
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When you send them [to school]…they not taking in the lesson because 
it’s too much empty in the stomach.

Women were aware of the importance of education for the future of their 
children attending school, and inability to facilitate this caused distress. 
Many of the women had limited education themselves, and wanted a better 
future for their children. The inability to provide schooling for their off-
spring was also linked with feelings of shame and guilt, especially if women 
were able to provide for their children’s education before going to the UK, 
or during their time in the UK but not after they had been deported.

the benefits of prepAredness

Education

As mentioned above there was a difference between preparedness for 
return between those who were deported for criminal offences and 
those who were removed due to administrative migration offences. one 
main factor for this difference was education. Women often had limited 
education on arrival to the UK. However, those who had spent time in 
prison had benefited from the education provided by the UK prison sys-
tem. This group of women improved their English and maths skills, and 
attended courses on life skills and decision-making. Women told me with 
pride about the courses they undertook while in prison. Seanna, who had 
left school at 14 when she fell pregnant with her first child, was bursting 
with excitement when she recalled the courses she attended in prison:

Computer, social and life skills, I do maths, English, I did a teaching 
course. I did a gym course, in netball and basketball, to be a coach and I 
work as well in craft shop, making post card and all of that. I did all, his-
tory test, I passed the history test and exam, with all honours!

Not all former prisoners undertook the mass of courses recounted by 
Seanna, but even a basic education was useful. Daloris had spent three years 
in prison in the UK before she returned in 2001. She was 21 and described 
herself as a party girl when she accepted the offer to carry drugs to the 
UK. She had a 5 year old son at the time. While Daloris was in prison she 
focused purely on her reading and writing. I asked her if the skills she had 
learned from the courses had been helpful since she had come home:
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Yes, because before I went there I drop out of school very early… but 
going there for 3 and a half years came down reading and all of them 
things there, teach me and I come back home now, it’s good.

Many of the participants in the study emphasised the importance of 
learning to read and write. Most jobs required numeracy and writing 
skills as a minimum, and those women who were unable to fulfil this cri-
teria found their employment opportunities further restricted.

The education gained in prison did not, unfortunately, ensure 
employment on return to Jamaica. However, it did seem to help women 
with their self-esteem. olivia, who was introduced earlier, stressed the 
usefulness of life skills when I asked if her education in prison had been 
helpful on return:

Yeah, me a better person, me a better person. And I used to be very igno-
rant and those things, cause I went into even this, um, this seminar, like 
seminar for awareness. Yeah.

Some of the women also discussed how they had used their new-found 
skills to encourage others to better their situation. Seanna had spent 
four years in prison for carrying drugs. Since her return, she had become 
involved helping other women and men returned to Jamaica:

Um, most, you know what I implement the most? Anger management. I 
did a course because I was a very angry person, and I have implemented 
that, and oh I did a course called enhanced thinking skills, and this is what 
changed my life forever now, to this person that I can, um, mentor others 
and motivate others.

Women who had not been in prison in the UK were less likely to have 
benefitted from additional education during their stay. As an example, 
Grace was 16 years old when she left Jamaica for the UK with the inten-
tion to study. However, on arrival she was declined entry. She was told 
her sponsors had insufficient funds to support her. Grace was sent to a 
hotel near the airport for the night and told to return the next morning 
for a flight back to Jamaica. She left the hotel and went to her mother’s 
home in London instead. Without her passport, she ended up working 
informally in a bar:
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It was hard at first, because you know you have to have your passport to 
go to the college, and I didn’t have my passport, so that was difficult… 
that was kinda [the] end of it for me. I had to get work.

Most women worked in the UK without papers, and described to me the 
difficulties they faced in so doing. Women were only able to take jobs in 
the informal sector of the labour market in the UK, and were therefore 
often working in low-status and poorly paid positions.

Help to Prepare for Removal

Women in prison benefitted from a more established system to help 
them prepare for their release from prison and return. The help typically 
came from services provided by Hibiscus, an NGo based in London. 
Hibiscus provides practical assistance to foreign-national women affected 
by criminal and social justice issues.6 Yasmin had carried drugs to the UK 
under duress; she was intercepted on arrival and spent 4 years in prison 
in the UK. She described the practical and emotional benefits of help 
provided by a member of the Hibiscus team:

[A woman from Hibiscus] come and talk to us, if you have no one in the 
UK to offer us anything or tell our problem… she send some clothes for 
us or whatever, yeah, when we are going home. Anyone foreign national 
she will send some things for them to wear home.

Hibiscus was the only NGo women regularly talked about by women 
during interviews, and mostly in the context of prison. Hibiscus is pre-
sent in some UK detention centres; however, many women I spoke with 
were not aware of their detention-based service. In my own research 
published elsewhere (Gerlach forthcoming), the biggest barrier to prepa-
ration for removal for women in immigration detention was their per-
petual hope for a last-minute injunction. These interventions meant 
women were unwilling or unable to accept they would genuinely be 
removed from the UK, and therefore were reluctant to engage with 
Hibiscus or other services. There were, however, some positive examples 
of help gleaned from Hibiscus in removal centres. Earlene, introduced 
earlier, was made aware of Hibiscus through a friend she had made in 
the removal centre. They offered her £100 in cash, or to pay for an 
additional suitcase to take more of her belongings home. She chose the 
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additional suitcase of belongings. Women in detention were also likely to 
have spent any savings they had, or used up the goodwill of friends and 
family to hire lawyers in order to resist their removal. This means that 
nothing is left for them when they return. Women are sometimes able 
to work in immigration detention centres, however, the roles available 
are limited and payment is as low as £1 per hour. Prisoners, alternatively, 
were able to work during their time in prison and could return with a 
small amount of savings.

“Keeping up Appearances”

Earlene’s decision, above, to return with additional belongings in place 
of cash reflects the complex relationship between the physical appear-
ance, such as the clothing choices and personal care, of women on their 
return to Jamaica, and their ability to resettle effectively. As with prepa-
ration for removal and education in prison, the appearance of women 
on return was influenced by their relative experience in detention or 
prison. Women were often taken into immigration detention in the UK 
without warning, and at best were given minutes to pack their belong-
ings. Depending on the situation of the individual, this could be recti-
fied while in immigration detention by asking a friend to deliver their 
belongings to the removal centre, or airport. However, delivery was 
often difficult to organise due to cost, and the location of removal cen-
tres, which were often far from family or friends. Then, regardless of 
whether friends were kind and able to access and deliver belongings, 
women were restricted to a single suitcase of weighing approximately 
23 kg, as per standard economy flight rules and regulations. Women 
are able to pay for an additional suitcase; however, the high cost of 
this is obstructive. The loss of belongings caused great angst to many 
women, particular for women who knew the value of their loss in their 
new situation. Malene had been in the UK for 11 years prior to her 
detention in 2011:

They didn’t give me back my stuff that was really the trouble. If I got my 
stuff, cause you know, in Jamaica, if you have things, if you don’t even 
want to wear them, you can sell them and get yourself some money. You 
understand? But I just lose everything. That was my problem.
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Malene had been working as a cleaner for a church in the UK, and sent 
money to her daughter in Jamaica when she could. She returned to 
Jamaica with nothing but her handbag and two pairs of tracksuit bot-
toms and t-shirts given to her at the detention centre. She told me she 
was too ashamed to leave her house in Jamaica because of her clothing.

Women were upset by the loss of their personal effects, particular as 
it resulted in an inability to meet the expectations of their community 
on return. To go “to foreign” is associated with opportunity and wealth, 
and it is perceived that when one comes home from foreign they will 
share their wealth with family and friends. While overseas most women 
in the study were sending back money for their children, which made 
a substantial difference to their welfare. Even from prison, women were 
able to make a difference to their childrens’ lives, often with the help of 
Hibiscus.

The return of women to Jamaica resulted in the loss of a valuable 
source of income that many children and other family members were 
relying on to survive. The difference between the women deported 
due to administrative offences and the women deported due to crimi-
nal offences is that the latter group had been in prison and their fami-
lies were aware of their date for release, and of their impending removal. 
These women and their families were able to prepare for their return. 
In contrast, women in immigration detention were often detained and 
removed suddenly, with no time or ability to warn their families or pre-
pare for their return.

of the women who were interviewed, those who were able to “keep 
up appearances” on their return were coping better than their counter-
parts. Daloris had spent three years in prison after she was caught with 
drugs on arrival to the UK. She described to me how she managed to 
hide the circumstances of her return from people in her community:

You could not tell that I have been deported. Because I come with a suit-
case and I was properly dressed and at the prison, I buy like shampoo, con-
ditioner, soap and all these stuff so I carry those back with me as well so 
I would be able to give out too, so people wouldn’t know [that I am a 
deportee] if I don’t tell them.

When I asked Daloris if it made a difference how a woman looked on 
return, she explained how people would judge returning migrants on 
their appearance. If people looked unkempt, untidy or were wearing old 
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or ill-fitting clothing, they were classified as a “deportee” immediately. 
Joanne described to me the outfit she was wearing when she went to the 
Home office to report and was detained: brown jeans, jacket, and shoes. 
This outfit was normal in the UK, but made her look out of place in 
Jamaica. She did not have a change of clothes when she was removed in 
2001 after spending 11 years in the UK. She described the reaction of 
her community:

They heard that I was in foreign. And they don’t see me look like someone 
who has been in foreign. So, you have some people around there starting 
to set on me, because I’m not moving like a foreigner. You understand me?

With “moving like foreigner,” Joanne referred to the behaviour and 
self-confidence expected from people who had been abroad, who are 
expected to have gained experience and wealth.

conclusion

This chapter has covered some of the struggles women face when for-
cibly returned to Jamaica from the UK. Research participants had 
trouble securing the most basic of necessities, such as suitable accom-
modation and food. The labelling and subsequent criminalisation and 
stigma endured by women made reintegration challenging emotionally, 
through rejection by communities when women were most in need of 
their assistance, as well as practically when trying to secure employment. 
Many of the women were, in addition, likely to resume the role of sole 
carer for multiple children on their return. Then, finally, women were 
expected to appear “wealthy” and share their assumed “wealth” with 
their friends, family, and broader community.

Life is hard for women returned to Jamaica. However, what this 
research has shown is that there are ways in which women can pre-
pare to return that offset some of the challenges they face. As shown 
by Cassarino (2004), individuals in this study who had higher levels of 
preparedness were better able to mobilise resources on their return, and 
thus reintegrate into the Jamaican community more effectively. While 
this finding is not particularly surprising, the comparison in preparedness 
between those who were deported from the UK on criminal grounds 
and those who were removed for administrative reasons raises questions.
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The evidence here suggests that women who are removed from the 
UK on immigration grounds, who have no criminal convictions, are less 
prepared for return to Jamaica than their former prisoner counterparts. 
In his article on detention in Sweden, Shahram Khosravi (2009) makes 
a useful comparison between prisons and immigration detention centres. 
Modern prisons, he states, are centres of reformation where the goal is 
to transform offenders into productive members of the community. 
Immigration detention centres, alternatively, are spaces for punishment 
and removal of undesirable populations. Given the now long standing 
rejection of inhumane treatment of prisons in the UK, it seems peculiar 
that the outcomes of a deprivation of liberty, due to administrative rather 
than criminal offence result in individuals who are less prepared and able 
to be productive members of the global community.

Cassarino (2004) calls researchers to investigate in more detail the 
variables which impact on return migration. This chapter has gone some 
way towards this and has shown that individuals expelled from a country 
do not fit uniformly into his three neat levels of preparedness. We know 
very little about the lives of people once they have been forcibly removed 
from a country. Women’s testimonies on the impact of incarceration on 
their resettlement after deportation reveal need for more research on this 
topic. This will then establish what impact expelling countries have on 
the ability of individuals to return to their countries of origin and estab-
lish the basic standard of living we would expect for our own citizens.

notes

1.  All names are pseudonyms.
2.  This is typically half the initial prescribed sentence, which aligns with par-

liamentary legislation in the UK whereby offenders with a prison sentence 
of 12 months or more spent the first half in prison, and the second half ‘on 
licence’ in the community.

3.  This finding is reflected in research on women and drug trafficking more 
generally (see Bailey [2013] for an in-depth discussion on the topic).

4.  By pills olivia is referring to small packages of drugs made up in the shape 
of large pills, making them easier to swallow.

5.  Jocelyn was not clear on what ‘helping’ involved, but referenced how she 
loved to help people, and this is how she came to be in trouble.

6.  See http://hibiscusinitiatives.org.uk/ for full details.

http://hibiscusinitiatives.org.uk/
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CHAPTER 5

Back from “the other Side”: The Post-
deportee Life of Nigerian  

Migrant Sex Workers

Sine Plambech

At 6 am, two police officers picked up Ann in one of the larger detention 
centers in Copenhagen, Denmark. As part of my ethnographic research 
on Nigerian migrant sex-workers, I had been invited by the police to 
follow the immigration unit of the Danish police that morning as they 
executed the deportation of a Nigerian woman. We drove to a hostel in 
the Red Light District where many Nigerian women stay while they live 
and work in Denmark. Ann had to collect her belongings from the tiny 
room she had been sharing with another Nigerian woman. She placed 
her clothes, makeup, shoes, and cream bottles in a black plastic bag and 
a brown cardboard box, as she did not have a suitcase. We drove to the 
airport in a shaded police minivan. Ann was quiet and looked out of the 
window, occasionally texting on her cell phone. The two police offic-
ers carried her bags and the box, and she followed them into Terminal 
3, where the police officers checked her in for the flight at the business 
counter. on her way to the gate, Ann exchanged a few Danish notes to 
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Euros (€) and made several phone calls. Ann had sold sex in the Red 
Light District in Copenhagen and was detained because she did not pos-
sess the legal documents to stay and work in Denmark. During her time 
in the detention centre, Ann had been interviewed by a social worker to 
clarify if she was a victim of trafficking and eligible for humanitarian assis-
tance (which could provide her short-term residence permit and finan-
cial assistance upon return to Nigeria). However, according to the police 
officers this morning, the social worker did not find that Ann’s situation 
was one of human trafficking so she was deported as an undocumented 
migrant.

The number of undocumented crossings into Europe from Nigeria 
is on the rise, and Nigerians now constitute one of the largest groups 
of undocumented migrants in Europe (Balaram and Penningston 2013; 
Bitoulas 2013; UNHCR 2016). Nigerians began migrating to Italy in 
the 1980s as a response to its high demand for low-skilled labour in agri-
culture and service sectors, including the sex industry (De Haas 2006). 
Nigerians are also among the largest groups of deported and returned 
migrants from the EU to Nigeria (Balaram and Penningston 2013). 
What is furthermore significant is that the ratio of women to men among 
Nigerian migrants and returnees is striking in comparison to the ratio 
among migrants from other parts of Africa (Kastner 2009). In 2014, 
22,237 Nigerians arrived by sea to Italy, 25% were women. In com-
parison, 5826 Malian migrants arrived by sea to Italy and only 1% were 
women (UNHCR 2016).

The fieldwork in Copenhagen, where I met Ann, was part of a larger 
multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork on the return and deportation of 
Nigerian migrant sex-workers, which included Benin City in Southern 
Nigeria, in popular language called Benin.1 During the past fifteen 
years, Benin has continuously emerged in media and among migration 
and anti-trafficking institutions as a city of out-migration of women to 
the sex industry in Europe. It is estimated that up to 85% of Nigerian 
women selling sex in Europe travelled from, but did not necessarily orig-
inate in, Benin (Carling 2005; Kastner 2009; IoM 2011). Indeed, in 
certain areas of Benin, a city of approximately one million people, it is 
difficult to find an extended family that does not have a family member, 
mostly women, who migrated to Europe (Kastner 2009). Yet, Benin is 
no longer just a place from where women (and men) depart—a city of 
migration. It is becoming a city of deportation—a place where women 
(and men) arrive, disembarking as deportees from Europe. A small 
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number of these deportees return in the context of humanitarian assis-
tance programmes for women identified as victims of human trafficking.

Scholars have previously pointed to the ways in which anti-trafficking 
efforts and prostitution-abolitionist activism unwittingly support the 
deportation of migrant sex-workers under the guise of securing women’s 
protection (Chapkis 2003; Bernstein and Schaffner 2005; Agustín 2007; 
Plambech 2014). They further reveal how the interventions that take 
place in the name of protecting women migrants often complicate the 
women’s situation, or even work against their interest. The ethnographic 
fieldwork, on which this chapter is based, extends these insights by shed-
ding light on the particular gendered aspects of this post-deportee phase 
of migratory trajectories, practices, and policies.

sex worker deportees

The Nigerian migrant women sex-workers in this study migrated in 
search of better opportunities and while they were in Europe, they pri-
marily earned a living by selling sex on the streets of European cities. 
Eventually all of the women were returned to Nigeria. I interviewed and 
did fieldwork in 2011 and 2012 (this has been followed up by fieldwork 
in 2016) among a core group of 30 Nigerian women between the ages 
of 19 and 35 and their families (twenty-eight of the women were former 
sex-workers in Europe, of which most had been there five to six years 
before their return to Nigeria). one woman was deported from Libya 
on her way to Italy, another from Austria after one day at the airport. 
The other women had been in, and were deported from, Spain, Italy, the 
UK, Hungary, Russia, France, Norway, Germany, and Denmark. Some 
women had entered Europe by aeroplane with counterfeit travel docu-
ments or a one-month tourist visa and then overstayed their visa. others 
had traveled irregularly through the Sahara Desert and sailed across the 
Mediterranean Sea.

Among the 30 informants, almost half had migrated or had attempted 
to migrate to Europe more than once. Most of the women had, in dif-
ferent ways, tried to change their migration trajectory according to, real 
or imagined, intensified migration control. one woman migrated via 
Cote d’Ivoire instead of Niger to avoid being intercepted the border 
between Niger and Nigeria; another used Morocco as a transit country 
instead of Libya because of the conflict in Libya and to avoid migration 
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control in the Mediterranean; one applied for a visa to Hungary instead 
of France which she was told was easier to obtain; likewise, another 
applied for a visa to Turkey instead of Italy; one decided to work in Spain 
instead of France because there were fewer police; and another took a 
bus to Denmark from Spain instead of an aeroplane to Sweden where 
she had heard migration control in the airports was intense. Thus, migra-
tion control did not prevent them from going to, or travelling within, 
Europe. Rather, the restrictions and surveillance, real or imagined, only 
made them change the direction and prolonged the duration of their 
journeys. That is, for these women, migration control, understood in a 
broad sense, did not diminish their desire to migrate, or prevent or stop 
their migratory movements. Rather, migration control decelerated the 
speed, diverted their directionality, and regulated the time of migration 
(Papadopoulos et al. 2008 as invoked in Andrijasevic 2010).

When I met the women in Benin, approximately half of them were 
officially identified as victims of human trafficking and had been returned 
through the so-called Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration 
(AVRR) programme, implemented to assist officially identified victims 
of human trafficking to return to their home country and managed by 
the International organisation for Migration (IoM).2 The other group 
of women was deported as “undocumented immigrants.” Yet, all of 
the women described themselves as deported—regardless of whether 
they returned through an AVRR programme or not. When I write that 
approximately half of the women had been returned through AVRR it is 
because some of the women had multiple return experiences, their return 
status was not always clear cut—some had been deported, later migrated 
to Europe again, identified as a victim of human trafficking, and then 
returned through AVRR. Gift, for instance, a woman I interviewed in 
Benin in 2012, had a typical story for those women not identified as vic-
tims of human trafficking. She had travelled through the Sahara Desert 
and sailed to Italy from Libya. After a few months, she took a bus to 
Spain and worked in the streets of Madrid for three years, before she was 
deported from Spain on a jointly financed European Frontex flight (the 
European Union’s agency for external border security) to Lagos.3

When I term the women “sex-worker migrants” it is because 28 out 
of 30 of them had experience working in the sex industry in Europe 
(of the two that did not sell sex, one attempted twice to go to Europe 
to sell sex but did not succeed, the other likewise planned to sell sex, 
but she was the one who got deported the same day she arrived in the 
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airport in Austria). In addition to selling sex, they did a variety of other 
work, including selling sport socks in tourist areas, working as nannies, 
cleaners, and home-helpers for elderly people, working in restaurants, 
and picking tomatoes. However, the majority of their working lives in 
Europe revolved around selling sex. Either they met their clients while 
strolling around in the Red Light Districts of European cities or they 
worked in brothels, primarily in the countryside.4

In Nigeria, I met some of the women officially identified as victims 
of trafficking through NGos in Benin and Lagos. These women were 
from Benin, but stayed temporarily at a shelter in Lagos immediately 
after their return because they had arrived at the international airport 
in Lagos. over time, I developed my own rapport with this group of 
women, and we met outside the realm of the NGos in Benin or Lagos. 
I also met the deportees, who had not been in contact with anti-traffick-
ing NGos upon their return, through my research assistant’s personal 
networks in Benin. Since most of the women I met knew other depor-
tees, I benefitted from a snowball effect over the time of my fieldwork. 
We regularly met at my apartment in Benin and talked about our differ-
ent lives and experiences while eating meals, watching TV, occasionally 
going to church or preparing food in their homes. Besides interviewing 
the deported women and their families in Benin, I also conducted inter-
views with social workers, governmental anti-trafficking employees, and 
a group of Nigerian researchers in charge of a research programme on 
human trafficking in Edo State at the University of Benin City, as well 
as local pastors at the churches and the priests at the shrines that the 
women frequented.

Without exception, the women described their families as poor due 
to unemployment or underemployment, and only two of them had 
school experiences post-primary school—these women each held a col-
lege diploma, but were unemployed. Therefore, migration to Europe 
was, first and foremost, a livelihood strategy and although the women’s 
earnings might not flow steadily to Nigeria and might be less than the 
woman and her family had hoped for, the remittances still provided a 
livelihood and access to some kind of financial security. All of the women 
had differing levels of familial responsibilities in Nigeria and most of 
them remitted money consistently (ranging from US$50 to several hun-
dred US$ per month). Yet, because of their return to Nigeria, these 
remittances were now impeded and the women had to explore new live-
lihood opportunities.
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criticAl trAfficking studies And post-deportAtion

This chapter is grounded at the intersection of deportation and critical 
trafficking studies. Critical trafficking studies problematise the ways in 
which sex work–related migration is commonly conflated with human 
trafficking, muting the complexity of migration as well as the agency 
of the migrants in their pursuit of a better life. The problem being that 
viewing all sex work–related migration as human trafficking diverts atten-
tion away from the individual aspirations of migrants and the political 
economy of migration. Like other ethnographic work in many places 
across the globe documents the UN-Palermo Protocol’s definition of 
human trafficking, which is the most common cited, is often challenged 
by empirical realities (see UN 2000).5

While the women in this study did not know all of the conditions and 
hazards involved in their jobs in Europe, they, all but one, knew that 
they were going to sell sex. They also knew they would work under a 
“madam,” and they anticipated and accepted two to three years of hard 
work while repaying their debt to her. By then, they hoped to have 
repaid their madams and to start working for themselves. Thus, in most 
cases, it seems more precise to conceptualise this process as indentured 
labour—yet a state of indenture highly potentially exploitable. All of the 
women incurred debt in order to reach Europe. Before leaving Nigeria, 
the women decided to migrate, incur debt and travel as “indentured 
sex-worker migrants” because they felt their life-situation gave them no 
other choices. Yet, they did try, though often without success, to reduce 
the debt prior to migration. Two of the women had, for instance, insist-
ently down-bargained the price from US$100,000 to US$70,000, argu-
ing with the madam on the telephone from Italy that they knew of other 
women who did not have to pay US$100,000 and that they were not 
willing to agree on that price. They explained to me that the conse-
quence of agreeing to US$100,000 would require them to work for the 
madam for “the rest of their lives” and they were not willing to do that. 
They were, however, willing to leave Nigeria knowing they would owe 
the madam US$70,000.

Nigerian Sex-Worker Migrants and Deportation Studies

Deportation studies have increased significantly in recent years, often in 
the US context, discussing the deportation of long-term migrants who 
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had established a family, business, and life in their new country (Peutz 
2006; Brotherton and Barrios 2011). Yet, few studies describe the long-
term implications for people, who, like the Nigerian women, did not 
establish long-term family relations in the country of destination, or 
those who are deported in the context of reintegration programmes for 
victims of trafficking. Though important studies emerge, little attention 
has, furthermore, been paid to ways in which gender is a key factor in 
return and deportation, as it is in other phases of migration. Therefore, 
the question remains what the effects of deportations and AVRR are in 
post-deportee life among this group of migrant sex-workers.

The literature on post-deportation in the Global South often cen-
tres on expulsions of young male convicts and gang-members return-
ing from the USA to their native Mexico or Central American countries. 
The emphasis is often on the effects of such removals on violence and 
crime in the local communities as well as on the struggles for survival 
that deportees face upon return (Ellermann 2009; De Genova and Peutz 
2010; Brotherton and Barrios 2011; Kanstroom 2012). The empirical 
literature on deportees from the USA to Latin America illustrates that 
deportees experience cultural estrangement, stigmatisation, high levels 
of violence, and low access to basic material needs. Some gang-members 
continue their involvement in criminal activities, locally or transnation-
ally, and in general deportations are shown to put significant strain on 
both the deportees and the receiving home communities, who formerly 
received remittances from the migrants, but now are faced with the chal-
lenge to reintegrating the deportees (Brotherton and Barrios 2011; 
Sørensen 2011).

Until recently, deportations have been studied as isolated and frag-
mented phenomena and rarely been connected as processes intrinsically 
linked to contemporary global migration governance. Instead of look-
ing at deportation in fragmented ways, and as a local phenomenon, most 
research done in the recent decade shares an understanding of depor-
tation as being a systemic regime and not merely an instrument of 
immigrant policy (Kanstroom 2007). These works conceptualise “depor-
tation” within a global framework as the deportation turn (Gibney and 
Hansen 2005); a deportation system based on a growth in social control 
deportation (Kanstroom 2007); the deportation terror (Buff 2009); and 
the deportation regime (De Genova and Peutz 2010).6 Taken together, 
these strands of literature connect ways in which deportation is linked to 
a range of other removal processes of, e.g., poor people, native people, 
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people of color, Muslims out of fear of terrorism, political combatants, 
and sex-workers.

Deportation, seen from a liberal state perspective, generally has two 
distinct dimensions (Kanstroom 2007). First, deportation operates as a 
form of extended border control by deporting those who have entered 
illegally, visa over-stayers, and failed asylum applicants, or those found 
to be working illegally in workplace raids (Anderson et al. 2011). The 
second group are those who are noncitizens, but are legal residents vio-
lating criminal laws, in these cases the commission of crime has invali-
dated the lawful residence (Anderson et al. 2011). Yet, there is a third 
group to be included in this set of distinctions—the migrants participat-
ing in AVRR, such as victims of human trafficking. The terms commonly 
used to describe the process, such as return, assisted voluntary return, 
repatriation, removal or expulsion, mute what might actually be con-
ceptualised as deportation and in this way remain embedded within the 
contemporary administrative practices of the State. Thus, “the language 
makes deportation strike us as less remarkable” (Walters 2010). Yet, such 
practices should be understood within the realm of removals and depor-
tations (De Genova and Peutz 2010).

By definition, “deportation entails the loss of any right to reside and 
a complete severing of the relationship between the state and the indi-
vidual, and the loss of all associated rights and privileges” (Anderson 
et al. 2011, p. 549). AVRR programmes are different from “punitive” 
deportation because they provide a temporary humanitarian phase in the 
migrant’s native country. While the migrants receive assistance, they are 
still attached to the state that returned them. In Nigeria, this temporary 
phase for reintegration for returned victims of trafficking runs from 3 
to 12 months. Then, the return migrants are ultimately on their own. 
When the women categorised as victims of trafficking are returned, they 
are granted a range of temporary rights and privileges, such as reintegra-
tion assistance in Nigeria. So this group of migrants does not face, as 
is the definition of deportation, a complete severing of the ties between 
them as individuals and the state that returns them because they are 
still temporarily linked to the returning state. Thus, rather than under-
standing deportation as merely a system of unambiguous expulsion of 
migrants by the receiving state my empirical material shows, that there 
is yet another system of temporary inclusions and long-distance inclusions 
within the deportation regime for certain groups of migrants, such as 
those identified as victims of trafficking.
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Taking this argument further, deportation is historically viewed as 
punitive and even forceful, yet the AVRR programme points towards 
a new model referred to, by some scholars, as “neoliberal deporta-
tion” (Andrijasevic and Walters 2010, p. 994). The women would also 
often explain how they felt forced to be voluntarily returned to accept 
the AVRR programme and the financial assistance under the threat of a 
forced deportation. The women’s experiences relate to the “neoliberal 
deportation” argument, as here “voluntary” does not refer to whether 
a migrant has been deported willingly or not, but instead refers to the 
ways in which enlisting the cooperation of migrants in their own expul-
sion is done through the provision of financial inducement (Andrijasevic 
and Walters 2010, p. 994).

observing the depArtures

The deportation of Ann, whom we met in the introduction, was not 
unusual. I visited the airport in Copenhagen several times to observe 
deportations and learned to spot the signs of a deportation in process; 
the deportees (usually of colour) were waiting in line, commonly with-
out suitcases, and checked in at the business counter with two police 
officers in civilian clothing by their side. Conducting this “anthropol-
ogy of removal” (Peutz 2006), I observed the quiet maintenance of 
the immigration system and deportation as an everyday practice of sov-
ereignty—performed discretely and framed by the police in “dignified” 
terms. In Denmark, deportees are escorted by two police officers in civil-
ian clothing primarily through the back doors and corridors of the air-
port in order not to attract attention from the public, and, as the police 
explained, to “protect the dignity” of the deportee.7 The other passen-
gers never seemed to notice what was occurring in front of them. The 
deportation of Ann and deportations in general, are carried out silently, 
discretely and repetitively at the airport. The deportees, like business-
men waiting to board, enter the aeroplane either as the first passengers 
or the last. Though deportees are not seated in the business section of 
the aeroplane, checking in deportees at the business counter reflects the 
irony of how two so distinct groups of travellers—the business travellers 
and the deportees—both require the discretion and efficiency that busi-
ness class check-in provides. A migrant is considered deported when the 
police officers hand over the deportee’s documents to the chief pilot and 
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visually confirms that the aeroplane leaves the gate and takes off—a so-
called observed departure (Danish National Police 2010).8

As I observed Ann’s departure, I thought about how the women I 
had met previously in Nigeria after their deportation described their 
thoughts on the aeroplane as emotional and contradictory. Some cried 
because their years in Europe did not give them what they had hoped, 
and as they sat on the deportation aeroplane, they knew that the chance 
was perhaps lost forever and their anxieties about the future in Nigeria 
were overwhelming. They described deportation as going backwards in 
their lives, where the initial migration was a feeling of moving forward. 
Some were exhausted after years of permanently waiting in detention 
camps, some had applied for asylum on grounds of human trafficking, 
which was difficult to obtain and had now finally been declined. others 
felt a sense of relief after living with the constant fear of being detained 
and deported while working undocumented on the streets. Those with 
children, whom they had left behind in Nigeria, were excited to see them 
again, some after five to six years abroad. others were desperate because 
they were deported without their children, as they decided to leave 
their children, who were born and were legal residents in Europe with 
friends or family members in Europe hoping to get back to them one 
day. Regardless of their individual experiences, the women all described 
their deportation as a life-changing and dramatic event. To understand 
what happens next in the lives of deported Nigerian women, we have to 
travel to Benin.

benin city: from migrAtion to deportAtion

The loudspeakers in the airport in Benin play Dolly Parton and Kris 
Kristofferson. We are four people waiting—three Chinese men and me. 
It is a small airport—one entrance, one exit, and two small shops sell-
ing books, newspapers, soda, and candy. outside is a parking lot, and 
a dusty road leads to the city centre. Approximately twenty security 
guards are standing outside with AK47 guns. I am waiting to be picked 
up by Cynthia. Cynthia is 28 and was deported in 2010, for the sec-
ond time, from Denmark. She worked in a brothel in the countryside. 
Before Denmark, she sold sex in Italy and Spain. Back in Benin, she lived 
in a rented apartment, which was partially paid for by her Danish boy-
friend. The apartment belonged to a woman who lives in Italy and runs 
a brothel.
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The airport and Cynthia’s situation provide the contours of the larger 
political economy in which Benin is embedded here at the fringes of the 
often conflict-ridden oil-producing Niger Delta. Militancy, kidnapping, 
armed robbery, and menace are not uncommon. Chinese companies 
have signed major contracts with the Edo State government to build a 
cement factory and establish industries in the agricultural and commu-
nications technology sector (Mayaki 2007; Harambe 2011). Chinese 
investments, unemployment, security guards, women’s migration to the 
sex industry in Europe, and houses financed by remittances have, over 
the past fifteen years or so, become the social reality of Benin.

Although Benin is highly influenced by the out-migration of women 
(and men), it is also just a typical Nigerian city with families struggling 
to get by in their everyday lives and with high rates of unemployment. 
Nigerian migrants with residence permits in European countries fre-
quently visit Benin. These visits present important opportunities to exer-
cise agency and identity. Travelling home, bringing money, and wearing 
new clothes allow the migrants to reconfigure their, at times, difficult life 
situations in Europe and at the same time project a solid identity of the 
successful migrant. These trips back home are expensive. Yet, increasingly 
it is not a visiting diaspora, but deportees that return to Benin.

Because of the deportations, Benin is undergoing a rapid change. 
Through deportations and specifically the anti-trafficking return pro-
grammes, Benin has become linked to a number of European countries 
that return Nigerian women migrants. A highly visible sign are the cars 
in the parking lot at NAPTIP’s (National Agency for the Prohibition of 
Trafficking in Persons and other Matters) main office in Benin carry-
ing the names of their European governmental donors: “Funded by the 
Norwegian government” or “Donated by the Italian people,” and so on, 
and so forth, written in gold or black on the new cream-white minivans. 
In this way, long-distance responsibilities and humanitarianism for the 
returned women from Europe are on everyday display in Benin.

The local Nigerian NGos, administering the reintegration pro-
grammes, explained that the returned women’s reintegration process 
could not begin before the NGo had received the funds to finance her 
reintegration from the country from which she had been returned. The 
“reintegration money”, of which the maximum amount available per 
reintegration plan was €1200 in 2016, can be used to pay rent, voca-
tional training, medical assistance, school materials for children, and to 
set up small businesses such as tailors, hair saloons or food stalls for the 
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women to re-establish their lives (IoM 2016). often the women had to 
wait for quite some time before the money was transferred to Nigeria. 
This frustrated the NGos in Benin and the returned women alike. 
Typically, the women would explain that it was better to be deported 
from Germany than from Italy, because Germans were more efficient, 
as were other Northern European countries generally. Through such 
discussions, the women displayed their expectations towards the coun-
try that deported them and their sense of attachment to that country, 
through their official identification as victims of trafficking.9

post-deportee meetings in public spAce

A few days after my arrival to Benin in 2012, I met up with Grace, a 
woman deported from Italy through a return programme for victims of 
human trafficking. I met her in 2011 at the local NGo in Benin that 
administers her reintegration money. When I am not in Nigeria, I call 
her frequently and we talk about her life. Today we meet at a fast food 
restaurant in the city centre of Benin. It is newly-opened with glass 
facades, a parking lot, and an indoor playground. It sells fried chicken, 
pizzas, and Italian ice cream. The women I know consider this place 
very expensive and out of their reach. It is for rich people, as they say. 
However, Grace has told me, that since her deportation, she misses 
Italian pizza and ice cream and, as we have not seen each other for a 
year, I decide to invite her to the restaurant for a pizza.

The fast food restaurant is the only one of this kind in Benin and 
located across from my apartment. Grace arrives, dressed up—makeup, 
earrings, black leather cap, stilettos, and tight jeans. While waiting for 
our pizza, Grace recognises a woman sweeping the floor. Grace greets 
her and explains to me that the woman has also lived in Italy. They met 
at the NGo in Benin that assisted both of them upon return. We go 
to the table so the women can continue their talk. Still standing with 
the broom, the women start talking a mix of Italian, English, and Bini. 
They talk about the NGo; in particular, they complain about their dis-
satisfaction with the long wait for the “reintegration money” they had 
been promised prior to their return from Europe. After eight months, 
Grace’s friend is still waiting for her money. She says that she has given 
up on receiving the reintegration money and is now occasionally sweep-
ing floors at the pizza place to make a living. She still goes to the NGo 
occasionally to ask if the money has arrived. Grace and the woman also 
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gossip about the Nigerian nuns at the NGo, whom they felt did not talk 
nicely to them. I ask what the nuns are saying to the returned women. 
Grace explains, “It is like they think we don’t understand anything.” 
Indeed, during my interviews with the nuns at the NGos, they would 
often tell me, that it was difficult for the returned women to understand 
how the reintegration programme worked and the nuns had to spend a 
lot of time trying to explain how the programme was organised. After a 
few more comments, the woman starts sweeping the floors again and our 
pizza arrives. Yet, while Grace greeted the woman deported from Italy 
at the pizza restaurant, at other times the women encountered other 
deported women in the streets of Benin whom they had met in Europe, 
but ignored them if these women were not from their neighbourhood. 
The embarrassment of deportation, which I will return to, the women 
explained to me, is too much to handle in public space. Hence, while 
both living deportable lives in Europe, and back in Benin, deportation is 
a key structural and social factor in the lives of these women.

limbo And unbelonging in everydAy post-deportee life

The general overall question for the women was typically whether 
migrating again should be their livelihood strategy, followed by a per-
sistent feeling of unbelonging in Benin. Usually, the women explained 
their need to return to Europe because of disrupted plans, to join their 
children, boyfriends, and unpaid debt, but primarily unemployment and 
family responsibilities in Nigeria. one of the merits of the literature on 
return and reintegration within refugee studies lies in its deconstruc-
tion of essentialised notions of the easy and “natural” homecoming that 
brings “uprooted” and involuntarily displaced people back to a sedentary 
lifestyle in their familiar socio-cultural habitat, thus “healing the social 
body” (Eastmond 2007). This resonates with the experiences of the 
returned Nigerian women because, no matter if the women had access 
to reintegration funds or were deported as undocumented migrants, they 
were enmeshed in the paradox that the families the women are imagined 
to return to in order to “heal the social body” are often also the reason 
behind the women’s desire to migrate abroad again.

The women’s lives upon return were characterised by multiple ques-
tions and much uncertainty in terms of livelihood strategy. For those 
with access to reintegration funds, how should the money be spent? 
When would the money from Europe arrive? How should they get by, 
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while waiting for the money to arrive? Should they (re-)marry to bring 
in a provider? Should they try to get by without a man? Should they sell 
sex on the outskirts of Benin, at the tollgates where truck drivers from 
Northern Nigeria or the Niger Delta pass by? Should they, as some 
explained, wait indecisively for divine intervention? The questions the 
women grappled with were manifold. Thus, their post-deportee lives 
were often about enduring a frustrating limbo—a phase characterised by 
waiting for a decision to be made either by themselves, by others, such 
as the institutions transferring the reintegration funds, or just waiting for 
the overall situation to change. Uncertainties of livelihood and belonging 
evolved for a few whose contact to their families had been so limited that 
it was even difficult to locate them upon return. This is reflected in one 
of the tasks that the reintegration NGos provides—family tracing prior 
to or upon return. This is to notify the family members of the return and 
prepare them to receive the returnee.

Yet, the families were not the same as before the women left. Friends 
were married and moved away, children and siblings grew older, peo-
ple died, and it was with uneasiness that some of the women moved 
back into their parents’ houses after several years abroad. The women, 
too, had changed and some felt like experienced adults upon return. 
Furthermore, the flow of remittances is impeded when the women are 
deported and, thus, the woman and her family have to reconfigure their 
livelihood strategies. Upon return, the women were faced with the same 
or more breadwinner duties as they faced while abroad. The difference 
is that in Europe the women had access to money and goods to remit. 
Back in Nigeria, the resources become extremely limited, also because 
during the time the women were in Europe, the consumption patterns 
of some families had changed in light of the money they received from 
abroad. The dilemma was often that while the family put a strain on the 
women in terms of expectations, it was often simultaneously the only 
social network that the women had upon return to provide for them.

Feelings of (un) belonging were further confused and divided across 
geographic spaces—between Nigeria and Europe. For instance, Beauty 
had a child while in Spain, but she decided to leave her son, who had 
Spanish citizenship, in Spain with family members before her deportation 
to give him better opportunities and access to school and health care. 
Her plan was to return to Spain to be with her son. When I met her in 
Benin, she had made two new attempts to return to Spain through the 
Sahara Desert. The first time she was intercepted at the Niger-Nigerian 
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border. With the second attempt, she managed to cross the border to 
Niger on a motorbike, but in the soft sand in the desert, she fell off the 
motorbike and severely injured her arms and legs and could not continue 
the journey.

Cynthia, who picked me up at the airport on my first day of field-
work, also felt that she and her son did not belong in Benin. The father 
of Cynthia’s child was in Denmark and she would have to wait two 
years before her deportation order could be reconsidered so she could 
perhaps return to Denmark (though she was not even sure the Danish 
man would want to invite her to Denmark) or wait until her son got 
the Danish citizenship. Another woman, Tessy, had begun a skill train-
ing programme in the UK, but was deported after five years, before it 
was finished; a young woman, Esther, was picked up by the police in 
her new Danish boyfriend’s home, she was deported after two years in 
Denmark just as they were beginning to plan for the future, perhaps 
even marriage; others simply felt that their time in Europe was not done 
(also because some still had debt to their madams), they still aspired for 
what they called “greener pastures” and a better future—and staying in 
Nigeria could not fill this void. Some of the women who already had 
children with Nigerian men before they left for Europe, did not con-
sider re-marrying. They already had too many men in their lives, they 
would explain, referring to former husband(s), male clients in Europe, 
and other men who had disappointed them. Rather, they would rely on 
their mothers, sisters or other female relatives to build some more or less 
stable livelihoods.

While creating a sustainable livelihood strategy through migration was 
certainly the primary reason for migration, it was not only the lack of 
income or the families that frustrated the women after deportation. For 
instance, the day Cynthia arrived to pick me up at the airport she arrived 
two hours later than planned, because the car had broken down and she 
had run out of credit on her cell phone and could not call me. She had 
to wait for a neighbour to finish another job before he could take her 
to the airport, but he was out of petrol and they had to walk to another 
neighbour to borrow a can of petrol. Those kinds of everyday problems 
are manifold in Nigeria, and while Nigerians, and the women, often took 
this with laughter and learned patience, it consistently frustrated the 
women upon return, who would often compare it to how well-function-
ing they had found such structures in Europe. In this way, now that they 
could compare life in Europe with life in Benin, they would often talk 
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about the lack of “comfort” Nigeria provided, and that, despite numer-
ous struggles while abroad, they still felt that, in Europe, they led more 
“comfortable lives.” Thus, for the deportees Benin seemed even more 
“uncomfortable” than to those who never had experienced “the other 
side” as Europe was termed.

Some of them had never run a business in Nigeria before, and now, 
for those that were part of reintegration programmes, they were offered 
the opportunity to open a small income-generating business, such as 
a hairdressing salon, a tailoring shop or run a small convenience store, 
based on skills that were often briefly learned in a business market in 
Benin, which was unknown to them after several years abroad. They 
were well aware of the sex markets in the Red Light Districts in Europe, 
but the market here in Benin seemed distant and competitive. As return-
ees, the women are competing against more solid anchored businesses in 
Benin, and occasionally confronted with stigmatisation from customers 
who preferred not to have their hair or tailor jobs done by a deported 
sex-worker. This was not an issue I encountered a lot and facing stigma-
tisation was even less among women who worked as street vendors, who 
did not need to establish a clientele.

Their overall situations often constituted an assemblage of problems 
whether for those opening shops or those deported without reintegra-
tion funds. Problems could come in many different shapes, but every so 
often, they were interlinked, unpredictable, and random. The women 
explained the way in which the overall situation could change instantly. 
For instance, Grace said, “I was oK, until problems [Wahala] came.” 
Wahala literally means suffering. When I asked the women what consti-
tuted Wahala they would explain Wahala as problems that continuously 
interrupted and hindered their plans and dreams. Wahala was everything 
from power outages, unemployment, lacking access to housing, unpaid 
bills, armed robberies, sickness, problems with family and children—an 
assemblage of problems creating a grid that seemed almost impossible to 
trespass.

The women would often explain that they felt alone with solving 
these issues. This solitariness stands in contrast to discourses of sup-
port and the long-distance humanitarian reintegration embrace pro-
moted by the AVRR programmes. Much is happening to these women 
upon return, which has little to do with “trafficking” at the precise 
time in their lives when they are counselled by specialised anti-traffick-
ing NGos to reintegrate, “turn the chapter” on their former lives, and 
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move past their purported memories of sexual trauma abroad (Warren 
2010). Furthermore, much attention was paid to their work within the 
sex industry by organisations they encountered in Europe. Likewise, the 
focus upon return was, from the organisations’ side, on the reintegration 
process and the counselling of the women because of their experiences in 
the sex industry in Europe, the women would explain that the deporta-
tion was a bigger problem for them than the sex-work, and that it was 
more embarrassing for them to be deported, than to be former sex-
workers. When I visited one of the deported women at her home, neigh-
bours and friends would come by, and as I got to know them, there were 
usually men or women who had been deported from Europe. Though 
it seems that deportation is increasingly perceived, among the deportees 
and their families as a collective experience rather than an individual fail-
ure, it is still highly stigmatised in Benin, and a topic the women con-
sidered a “sealed lips” issue, as they termed it (Plambech 2016). When 
compared, deportation appeared to be more embarrassing and stigmatis-
ing than sex-work because deportation does not hold the potential or 
concrete result of upward social mobility. Deportation is unambiguously 
perceived as downward social mobility.

the good returnee

There are a few women, categorised as victims in Europe, who succeed 
in starting a little business or shop using their assistance money. Eghe 
is the one woman in this study who did not want to return to Europe. 
Eghe was 35 years old when I met her in 2012 and she travelled to Italy 
in 2004. Eghe’s husband was a bus driver and he was killed in an acci-
dent on the highway outside Benin, one of the most dangerous roads 
in Nigeria. She gave birth to her five children without any assistance in 
a small house, close to where she lived. She and her husband provided 
for their five children until he died, and within one year Eghe was on her 
way to Europe to work. Her mother took care of her children while she 
was abroad. Eghe was officially identified as a victim of human traffick-
ing and on grounds of that, she applied for a temporary residency, which 
is available for victims of trafficking in Italy. She waited several years in a 
detention centre in Italy, but her application was declined and when she 
was offered the AVRR programme, she saw it as her final chance. She 
decided to use it to her advantage—a new opportunity. Eghe writes in 
her diary that I gave to her in Benin City in 2012 as part of my research:
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In Italy, Caritas [what the women term most NGos], started giving me 
a helping hand and guidelines on what to do and what not to do. They 
checked if I was inflicted with sickness, and thank God, I was not. After 
that, I started visiting the organisation as my organisation. I started school-
ing with them and they continued to advise me. It was not very long after 
that I was deported by the Italian police. That was how I found myself in 
Nigeria…Thanks to the organisation in Italy I came across this organisa-
tion [the NGo in Benin who helped Eghe upon return] in Nigeria, and I 
went to them. They helped me set up a business. Life is not easy for a job-
less person when taking care of five children. I used this as an opportunity.

Upon return, Eghe found a spot for her shop, in an area close to her 
mother’s house, so that her mother could still look after the children 
while Eghe took care of the shop. In this area, she knew a few people 
from her school and a few of them, mostly men, were deported from 
Germany. She decided to sell beer, and hence everyday a group of men 
would sit around drinking, but also as she explained, the men could pro-
tect her from robberies. Eghe describes herself as a strong and entrepre-
neurial woman, and indeed Eghe created the best possible circumstances 
for her shop and she made use of every possible opportunity to grow her 
store. Selling herbal infusions and firewood was one of her newest ideas. 
She found an old mattress so that she could sleep in her shop and protect 
it from robberies. Eghe is considered a success story by the NGos—the 
one the local NGo would introduce to their donors.

As Elena Shih (2009) found among former sex-workers, some identi-
fied as trafficked, in reintegration projects in Thailand, for some women 
these projects simultaneously become an income-generating job and a 
performative job, in which the women display their best behaviour, act 
responsibly, write neatly in their account books, and visit the NGos 
who have assisted them frequently in order to stay connected, hoping 
that more financial assistance might turn up. They have to present them-
selves as “a good victim” in order to make the most out of being “res-
cued.” As Eghe explained, “I hope they see how good I am in keeping 
my shop, all my provisions are lined up neatly, every time they see this, 
I hope they [people from the NGos] will help me more.” In this way, 
“keeping the shop” becomes a way to prolong the connections to the 
NGos and a way to extend the relationship beyond the months (usually 
3–12 months) of monitoring required in the AVRR programme.
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Finally, Eghe’s experience mirrors what some studies show about 
returned women who decide to stay in their native country, typically 
slightly older women (she was 35 when she returned to Nigeria) who, 
after deportation, “retire” as migrants (Plambech and Lisborg 2009). 
They feel that they tried their best without success in Europe and, upon 
being detained and having their asylum application rejected, decide to 
return home to their children. These women accept “voluntary removal” 
because they do not want to endure detention any longer. The victim 
category is good for some of these women and can be of great impor-
tance. This is particularly true for women who want to go back to 
Nigeria anyway. For them, the victim status and the return become a 
new window of opportunity, the same kind of opportunity they hoped 
for when they initially migrated to Europe. Yet, Eghe was the only 
woman in this study who, after two years of her return, still had a well-
functioning business.

While Eghe saw a business opportunity in returning to Nigeria and 
had a somewhat stable family situation with her mother and five children, 
most others did not have such a steady base. The situation in each family 
was different and the ambiguities towards the family and the solitariness 
the women explained they felt, despite being back among their families, 
were experienced differently for each of the women.

conclusion

The post-deportee lives of migrant sex-workers provide insights into the 
workings of post-deportation in the context of trafficking, but also the 
ways in which deportation might increasingly change the social land-
scape of the communities most affected by deportation. In particular, 
how deportation might increasingly move from being understood by 
the deported migrants, as an individual failure to a collective experience 
and shared feeling among the deportees of expulsion from Europe. I 
tried to show through my empirical material that within the deportation 
regime there is system of temporary inclusions and long-distance inclu-
sions for instance for victims of trafficking. Despite this temporary inclu-
sion and the subsuming idea in the politics of return and reintegration of 
women migrants that they return to the comfort of their family—rather 
than doing sex-work in the streets of European cities—the women often 
felt very alone and isolated, and were faced with many difficult questions 
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and decisions. As a result, even though many of the deported women 
have had exhausting and rough experiences in Europe, all of them, 
except one, wished to return to Europe at some point in the future. Such 
post-deportee reflections stand in contrast to the idea of sedentariness, 
subsuming the practice of deportation and perhaps even more so the 
practice of AVRR, which implies that the women return to their home to 
stay.

notes

1.  While Benin City is in everyday language termed Benin, it should not be 
conflated with Nigeria’s neighbouring country (to the West) the Republic 
of Benin.

2.  AVRR in IoM’s own definition; “is the program[me] which returns and 
manages the reintegration of migrants, who are unable or unwilling to 
remain in host countries and wish to return voluntarily to their countries 
of origin, such as identified victims of trafficking” (IoM 2012).

3.  Frontex is the European Agency for the Management of operational 
Cooperation at the External Borders of the Member States of the 
European Union. It is responsible for coordinating the activities of the 
national border guards to ensure the security of the EU’s borders with 
non-member states. The main role of Frontex is to protect EU external 
borders from undocumented immigration and human trafficking as well as 
counter-terrorism.

4.  To be precise, when I use the term “Europe” or the EU it is to indicate 
that the migrants had been to one of the countries in the European terri-
tory or one of the EU member states. The migrants typically use the term 
“Europe”, “the other side”, or “that side” rather than pointing to one 
specific country. Thus, my use of the term Europe does not imply that I 
understand Europe as one entity, or that it is not crucially important to 
include legal aspects and other specificities regarding each European coun-
try or member state.

5.  See for instance Skilbrei and Tveit (2008); Andrijasevic (2010); Kempadoo 
(2015).

6.  A much-cited and comprehensive analysis of deportation has been pro-
vided by De Genova and Peutz (2010). In their book, they argue that 
inherent in global immigration politics is a second system of exclusion and 
expulsion.

7.  The Danish police have developed a set of specific guidelines on how 
deportations should be executed in a dignified and sustainable way (Danish 
National Police 2010).
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8.  The process of getting access to observe the deportation was bureaucrati-
cally and ethically challenging and reflected why empirical accounts of the 
process of deportation remain scarce and why deportations are so relatively 
understudied and unnoticed. As a general procedure, I was only notified 
the day before the deportation and I was not allowed to meet Ann or 
interview her in the prison beforehand.

9.  Rutvica Andrijasevic (2010) showed how the EU hierarchically organises 
migrants’ (in her case sex-workers) access to its labour market through 
citizenship. Yet, the returned sex-workers in Benin turned this organising 
upside down as they, by contrast, hierarchised EU countries determined 
by the countries’ ability to assist their “victims” —the sex-workers—upon 
return.
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CHAPTER 6

Paying to Go: Deportability  
as Development

Michael Collyer

Public policies that involve paying migrants to leave the country have a 
long history in Western Europe, dating to initial attempts in Germany, 
France, and Belgium following the financial crisis of the early 1970s. 
over the last 50 years, the profile of migrants targeted by these policies 
has changed. They were initially aimed at legally resident migrant work-
ers but particularly since the 1990s new policies have targeted undocu-
mented migrants or failed asylum seekers, often under the label AVRR 
(Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration) programmes. These 
schemes have come in for a great deal of criticism from migrants’ and 
refugee rights advocates. The most established critique of AVRR schemes 
questions the “voluntary” nature of the movement (e.g., ECRE 2003). 
A related line of argument highlights the political construction of 
“return” as it is used in these schemes, calling for a much clearer sep-
aration from “expulsion” and “removal” (Cassarino 2004). This chap-
ter considers the third element of the AVRR construction, “assistance”. 
Using original empirical research on returnees to Sri Lanka, the paper 
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questions the use of assistance to incentivise “return” and the construc-
tion of “development” that is fostered by such programmes.

The critique of the voluntariness of AVRR highlights situations in 
which the decision to return is at least partially imposed. The European 
Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) has argued that where indi-
viduals have no legal basis for remaining in the country their return can 
never be considered “voluntary” but only “mandatory” if they consent 
to it, or “forced” if they do not (ECRE 2003). The notion of return 
is similarly limited. Although AVRR schemes usually involve an attempt 
to ensure individuals return to the region or town where their migra-
tion originated, it is the international element of the return that is most 
challenging. Return programmes are inevitably driven by the geopoliti-
cal priority of (re-)allocating individuals to their country of citizenship 
(Collyer 2012). Yet Cassarino’s (2015) critique of return goes beyond 
this, arguing that the central concern of return schemes is not return at 
all but frequently simply “removal” as approaches to return have become 
combined with deportation objectives. The alternative label of “pay-to-
go” schemes reflects this critique, since it is frequently not “return” that 
is the central objective of these schemes, but simply “going.”

The distinguishing feature of mandatory, as opposed to forced return, 
is that migrants have at least made a decision to engage in a return pro-
gramme. Their choice to do so is inevitably highly constrained. Recent 
research across a substantial sample of returnees has highlighted a broad 
range of motivations for engaging with pay-to-go programmes (Koser 
and Kuschminder 2015). The most significant reasons are related to the 
living conditions of migrants in destination countries, including four 
individuals who chose “voluntary” return because they were “tired of 
being in a detention centre” (Koser and Kuschminder 2015, p. 41). This 
highlights the role played by more coercive forms of removal, indeed an 
overview of pay-to-go schemes more generally found that they are only 
effective where there is a viable programme of forced returns in place 
(Black, Collyer, and Somerville 2011). Not all migrants targeted by 
deportation choose to return in these schemes. Nevertheless, this under-
lines how pay-to-go schemes could not function without the atmosphere 
of concern and uncertainty caused by the realistic possibility of deporta-
tion, what De Genova (2002) has called “deportability.”

Pay-to-go schemes typically combine this reliance on deportability 
with a development focused reintegration component. Some schemes still 
cover only an individual’s travel and facilitate their obtaining the necessary 
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documents to allow them to take scheduled flights, although additional 
post-return support is now very widespread. The reason for this additional 
support is uncertain. Most research finds that the “payment” element 
of AVRR programmes was of only marginal significance in influencing 
migrants’ decision to join such programmes (Black et al. 2011). This is 
now relatively well established, indeed the earliest French co-development 
programmes from the 1970s introduced substantial financial incentives, 
but found that those taking them up had planned to go anyway.

This is not to suggest that return migration cannot bring very substan-
tial development benefits. There is plenty of evidence to demonstrate that 
in certain circumstances, return migrants can have a very significant impact 
on improving services, generating employment, and supporting investment 
in the places to which they return (McCormick and Wahba 2003; Black 
and Castaldo 2009; Démurger and Xu 2011). The key question for the 
migration and development literature is no longer whether migrants can 
produce these positive changes, since it is clear that under certain condi-
tions they can. Rather, research must help clarify what those circumstances 
are and whether migration and development policy can help to bring them 
about. This chapter uses an empirical study of pay-to-go schemes between 
the UK and Sri Lanka from 2002 to 2008 to investigate this question. I 
argue that, although positive impacts do occur through the post-return 
support of pay-to-go schemes, they are relatively rare and actually highly 
predictable. The circumstances under which pay-to-go schemes operate are 
much more likely to result in failed development initiatives.

This raises a wider set of questions about pay-to-go schemes as devel-
opment initiatives. If payments neither offer a clear incentive to migrants 
to take up the schemes, nor provide a reliable form of post-return devel-
opment support, why are they an increasingly popular tool in wealthy 
states migration management approach? It is possible that additional 
money for reintegration helps overcome other barriers, not related to 
the migrants themselves (Blitz et al. 2005). It increases the public legiti-
macy of return schemes and helps to facilitate the international agree-
ments that are necessary for their smooth running. Development is 
being used as a justification for deportability. This chapter develops 
these ideas through the following three sections. The first considers the 
development element of return migration and how this is related to the 
post-return support offered by pay-to-go schemes. The second section 
elaborates on the context of the Sri Lanka case study and the third turns 
to the experiences of those who returned during the period of research.
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the politicAl construction of mAndAtory return 
As development

The view of migration as a one-way movement between a point of ori-
gin and point of destination dominated investigations of migration until 
the 1980s and resulted in ongoing return movements being completely 
overlooked. At that time, return migration was not a significant focus 
of study (King 1978). The transnational paradigm that has dominated 
investigations of migration for the last two decades shifts attention to the 
ongoing interconnections that migration produces (Vertovec 2009). It is 
now common to see return migration not as some final end point of the 
initial migration but simply as a stage in the ongoing mobility initiated 
by the first migration experience. Nevertheless, return marks a change 
in the relationship between the migrant and their place or origin and the 
people who live there. The nature of this relationship determines how 
beneficial that move may be for all concerned and influences the likeli-
hood of future mobility. The potential benefits of the return and the like-
lihood of further migration are now very widely studied and both are of 
direct concern to pay-to-go schemes.

The literature on migration and development recognises two ways in 
which return can potentially benefit the areas to which individuals are 
returning. First, individuals may return with substantial savings and sec-
ond, they may return with new skills. Both of these potential benefits 
are influenced by the geography of return, which helps determine where 
the benefits will be experienced. The limited evidence on the geography 
of return is very mixed. McCormick and Wahba (2003) find that more 
than 90% of returnees to Egypt opted to live in the same location as 
before migration, whereas returnees from the USA to Mexico appear to 
prefer relocating to cities (Woodruff and Zenteno 2001). The reason for 
return influences location. Those returning for retirement are more likely 
to return to their pre-migration “home” but those with new investment 
projects may prefer a specially selected location, more often an urban 
area.

The impact of returning with savings on the broader social and eco-
nomic environment depends on how individuals choose to spend those 
savings. Entrepreneurial activity, such as establishing a small business, 
is often seen as the ideal in terms of broader development impact. This 
appears to be relatively common amongst return migrants. Dustmann 
and Kirchkamp (2001) found that more than half their sample of 
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returnees from Germany to Turkey established micro-enterprises on 
return. A European Training Foundation (ETF) survey of return 
migration to Morocco found that returnees were twice as likely to be 
employers than non-migrants (Collyer et al. 2013). Similarly, in a study 
of internal migration, Démurger and Xu (2011) found that return 
migrants to rural China were more likely to be self-employed than non-
migrants. Much research has therefore focused on the determinants 
of such activity. Several studies agree that the likelihood of establish-
ing a business increases with the sum of money that individuals return 
with (McCormick and Wahba 2003; Démurger and Xu 2011). Black 
and Castaldo (2009) found that returnees to Ghana were significantly 
more likely to establish a micro-enterprise if they returned with more 
than US$5000, though at the time of their study (2001) this was a very 
substantial sum in Ghana, approximately 20 times the per capita GDP 
(World Bank 2016).

There is also substantial agreement that the skills that returnees pos-
sess, the second significant factor in influencing the development impact 
of return, also has an influence on the likelihood of entrepreneurial activ-
ity. Dustmann and Kirchkamp (2001) found that better educated were 
more likely to be active following return. Black and Castaldo (2009) 
differentiated education from work experience and found that relevant 
work experience was actually a more important determinant of entrepre-
neurial activity amongst Ghanaian returnees. Démurger and Xu used the 
frequency of job changes while away from home as the key variable and 
found that this was positively related to the likelihood of self-employ-
ment on return. In the ETF study we evaluated both non-formal and 
formal skills development and found that where the migration process 
involves substantial skills development, development impact is enhanced, 
post-return. Concerns about “brain waste” arise in situations where 
migrants engage in occupations which do not develop or even require 
their existing skills. In these contexts, entrepreneurial activity after return 
is less likely (Collyer et al. 2013).

All of these studies consider return that for the large majority of 
returnees, was voluntary, in ECRE’s (2003) understanding of the term. 
That is, individual returnees selected the time of their return and had 
realistic opportunities for remaining legally resident in the countries 
from which they returned. In our research in Morocco, only 9% of more 
than 2000 respondents reported that they had returned against their 
will (Collyer et al. 2013) and other studies have focused exclusively 
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on voluntary forms of return. In all cases, return was to low or middle 
income locations without major civil disturbance or conflict. These con-
ditions are built into many of these studies as initial assumptions. For 
example, Dustmann and Kirchkamp (2001) were careful to model the 
duration of migration (i.e., the decision when to return home) jointly 
with the choice of activities to engage in after return. When these con-
ditions are met, and where work appropriate to migrants’ skill levels is 
performed abroad, it is clear that return migration can have a significant, 
measurable impact on job creation. The migration process provides the 
important stimulus for entrepreneurial activity by overcoming limitations 
in access to capital and in necessary skills or experience.

Pay-to-go programmes seek to replicate these conditions under situ-
ations of mandatory return. Yet mandatory return is substantially dif-
ferent and several of the fundamental assumptions of this research do 
not apply. The notion that return migrants choose when to return and 
what to do following return as part of a single, related process, that 
Dustmann and Kirchkamp considered fundamental to their modelling 
is not applicable in most cases of mandatory return. This has important 
implications, reducing or eliminating opportunities for advance plan-
ning of post-return activities. These difficulties are further exacerbated 
by the prevailing political, social, and economic climate in countries to 
which mandatory return is common. Certain pay-to-go schemes, includ-
ing the UK’s Voluntary Assisted Return and Reintegration Programme 
(VARRP) examined in this chapter, focus on individuals who are or have 
been rejected from the asylum system. Asylum applications, including 
those which are rejected, are far more likely to be made by citizens of 
countries experiencing war or large scale civil unrest. The return context 
for such pay-to-go schemes is therefore likely to be far more challeng-
ing for returnees. This is supported by Koser and Kuschminder’s (2015) 
research, which found that the majority (almost 70%) of rejected asylum 
seekers in their survey had not been able to reintegrate on return. In 
some cases this affects their basic survival and it certainly makes the suc-
cess of new entrepreneurial ventures far less likely.

The explicit policy objective of pay-to-go schemes is typically framed 
as “sustainable return” rather than explicit development objectives. 
The meaning of “sustainable return” is uncertain. For policy mak-
ers, Cassarino’s critique of the reductive nature of return is particularly 
relevant: “return narrowly defined in the lexicon of governmental and 
intergovernmental agencies as the act of leaving a destination country” 
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(Cassarino 2015, p. 219). In these terms, “sustainable return” is defined 
by the absence of post-return movement, at least back to the country 
paying for the initial departure. Still, more critical approaches to sustain-
able return have long viewed further mobility as a perfectly legitimate 
part of the development process (Black and Gent 2004). The similarly 
policy-orientated goal of circular migration presents regular return and 
remigration as a desirable policy objective. UNHCR define sustain-
able return as “the ability of returning refugees to secure the political, 
economic, and social conditions needed to maintain life, livelihood, 
and dignity” (UNHCR 2004, p. 6). This all-encompassing objective is 
an important step in recognising that returnees concerns are far wider 
than the primarily economic objectives that are addressed in pay-to-go 
schemes.

Although such schemes have been operating relatively widely across 
Europe in their present form since the early 1990s, there is still an 
extremely limited evidence base on the conditions of returnees after 
return, making the impacts of sustainable return very difficult to judge. 
Since individuals returning under pay-to-go schemes are much more 
likely to return to situations of generalised violence or war, the most sig-
nificant barrier to sustained research is access. It is common for states to 
return foreign-nationals to countries that they advise their own citizens 
not to visit due to the dangers they would face. Even where access is 
possible, research faces major issues of identification of returnees. This is 
common to all research on return, since returnees are not easily identifia-
ble in the larger population, but it is significantly exacerbated for return-
ees on pay-to-go schemes.

The few studies of post-return highlight a pattern of fairly predict-
able difficulties faced by returnees under pay-to-go, or related schemes. 
Several studies were conducted purely for the purpose of evaluating 
schemes, conducted by IoM, which also administered the schemes (e.g., 
IoM 2004, 2011). The lack of independence of these surveys obvi-
ously undermines the broadly positive evaluation of the schemes which 
they provide. Several other studies have been commissioned by the UK 
Home office as part of the evaluation of the VARRP (e.g., Transparency 
Research and Evans 2010; Wilson and Evans 2010) based on interviews 
with participants in pay-to-go schemes before they left the UK. Such 
reports highlight important elements of motivations for return, but can-
not shed any light on the post-return situation of returnees.
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The few more independent studies of post-return on pay-to-go 
schemes provide much more critical assessments of their overall impacts. 
The largest such study involved interviews with 273 individuals at dif-
ferent stages of the process of return through pay-to-go schemes (Koser 
and Kuschminder 2015). A total of 157 individuals had returned and 
were interviewed back in one of eight countries of origin (Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Iraq, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, and Vietnam). In 
this research, Koser and Kuschminder developed a new framework for 
defining and measuring sustainable return involving three dimensions: 
economic, socio-cultural, and safety and security. overall, just over a 
third of the individuals interviewed for this report were deemed to have 
reintegrated, though this varied from country to country. Although the 
small numbers of respondents in each country does not allow for statisti-
cal analysis, only 16% of returnees to Iraq were considered to have inte-
grated, rising to a maximum of 64% in the case of Vietnam. of the 19 
returnees to Sri Lanka involved in the research, only five were considered 
to have reintegrated (21%), making Sri Lanka the most challenging con-
text for reintegration, after Iraq.

Several studies highlight the greater difficulties faced by returnees on 
pay-to-go schemes. In a conceptual move that bears some resemblance 
to Dustmann and Kirchkamp’s connecting of the return decision and 
post-return activity, Koser and Kuschminder link the decision to engage 
with a pay-to-go programme with the opportunities for post-return rein-
tegration. They emphasise that lack of integration in a destination coun-
try is a key factor in the decision to return through a programme. This 
lack of integration highlights experiences of “brain waste” and there-
fore reduces the chances of reintegration on return. This means that 
the same factors that make return on pay-to-go schemes more likely also 
make reintegration after return less likely. Schuster and Majidi (2013) 
highlight a similar pattern in the post-return fate of deported Afghans. 
They argue that in cases of non-voluntary return, the difficulties of rein-
tegration are exacerbated since not only are the circumstances which 
encouraged the initial migration likely to continue, but they are often 
complicated even further. The need to repay debts, the existence of new 
transnational ties and the social stigma attached to a perceived failed 
return are all factors which may make post-return reintegration less likely.

Although research evidence on return migration highlights the situ-
ations in which return migration can have very positive benefits to the 
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areas to which people return, the very few studies of post-return on 
pay-to-go schemes highlight the opposite. It appears that return on pay-
to-go schemes is systematically less likely to have any positive develop-
ment impact. This chapter now turns to an empirical study of return 
from the UK to Sri Lanka. This involved interviews with 50 individuals 
who returned under the VARRP. Individuals arrived back in Sri Lanka 
between 2002 and 2008 and they had been in the country for at least 
a year when they were interviewed. Interviews were conducted between 
2007 and 2009.

the context of mAndAtory return during  
the sri lAnkAn civil wAr

The 25-year civil war in Sri Lanka came to a brutal end in May 2009, 
with the military defeat of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 
and deaths of an estimated 40,000 civilians in the final months alone. A 
ceasefire agreement, signed between the Government of Sri Lanka and 
the LTTE in 2002, had led to a brief period of optimism that a peace-
ful solution was in sight. Isolated incidents of violence began in 2005 
and slowly intensified. After several years of undeclared war the govern-
ment officially withdrew from the ceasefire in 2008 and fighting intensi-
fied further. Following the end of the military conflict in May 2009, the 
government, led by President Mahinda Rajapaksa, acted to consolidate 
their control over the North and East of the country. Policies of recon-
ciliation with the Tamil and Muslim minorities were rejected and dissent 
was severely repressed. The political climate changed with the election of 
President Maithripala Sirisena in January 2015 and a new government in 
August 2015. Amongst many important symbolic changes, the new gov-
ernment permitted publication of a report by the UN office of the High 
Commissioner of Human Rights (oHCHR), in September 2015 that 
documented killings and disappearances from 2002 to 2011, continuing 
well beyond the end of the war (oHCHR 2015).

Deportations from the UK to Sri Lanka had continued in small num-
bers throughout the conflict but mandatory returns of failed asylum 
seekers increased with the introduction of the VARRP in 2002. The Sri 
Lankan ceasefire of 2002 meant that the VARRP was significantly pro-
moted to the Sri Lankan community through targeted adverts. In 2003, 
more Sri Lankans returned under VARRP than any other nationality, 
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although this was only 68 individuals (IoM 2004). Returns from the 
UK to Sri Lanka under the VARRP increased substantially in 2004 and 
2005 reaching a peak in 2006, when 267 individuals returned. This 
declined in 2007 and 2008 as the conditions in the country deteriorated 
rapidly. During the August 2008 European Court of Human Rights 
case NA v. UK, it was reported that the UK had suspended deporta-
tions for 342 Sri Lankans currently in detention. Nevertheless as the UN 
Human Rights Commission report makes clear, even during the cease-
fire disappearances and politically motivated killings were very common 
in Sri Lanka and the situation became increasingly fragile from 2005 
(oHCHR 2015).

The data on which this chapter is based cover the 2002–2008 opera-
tion of VARRP returns to Sri Lanka. All individuals interviewed returned 
during this period, which was characterised initially by optimism, but, 
from 2005 onwards, by gradually worsening levels of violence in Sri 
Lanka. over this period 920 people returned to Sri Lanka, more than 
90% of them men. A research collaboration between the research team 
I coordinated at the University of Colombo and the Colombo office of 
the IoM allowed supervised access to this database, providing the unu-
sual opportunity to sample the entire population of returnees. Almost 
half of these individuals returned to parts of the country which were 
under LTTE or military control, when research began in 2007, mak-
ing access extremely problematic or impossible. A total of 509 returnees 
lived in districts which were easily accessible and visits could be arranged 
without attracting unnecessary official scrutiny. A sample of ten percent 
of returnees to each of the accessible districts was generated randomly, 
giving a total sample of 50 individuals. Individuals were then contacted 
by IoM Colombo to request permission for their details to be passed 
to researchers. If permission was not granted, they were replaced by 
individuals from the same district. Where permission was given to the 
IoM office, their contact details were passed to the research team and 
the individuals were contacted to arrange interviews. This is a substantial 
sample, but more significantly it is genuinely representative of all return-
ees over this time period.

Interviews were held in a location of the interviewees choice, most 
frequently their own homes. I conducted all interviews myself, with 
the assistance of an interpreter where necessary in the language of the 
interviewees’ choice, English, Tamil, or Sinhala. Most interviews were 
recorded and transcribed. Interviews were conducted between January 
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and october 2008. In order to ensure that individuals had had some 
time to become re-established in the country following their return, 
interviews were arranged so that all individuals had been back in Sri 
Lanka for at least a year when their interview took place. Returnees had 
come back to Sri Lanka between June 2004 and July 2007. of the 50 
people interviewed, only four were women, though this reflected the 
total population of returnees, approximately ten percent of whom were 
women. The amount of time that individuals had spent in the UK var-
ied from a maximum of just over ten years to two individuals who were 
arrested on arrival, claimed asylum then spent their entire time in the UK 
in detention, so essentially had no experience of life at liberty in the UK 
at all. The mean period of time spent in the UK for those interviewed 
was just under four years. There was no clear relationship between 
the time spent in the UK and experiences after mandatory return. 
Individuals who left Sri Lanka later, as the political situation deterio-
rated after 2005, were typically more desperate to leave and faced greater 
immigration restrictions so paid more to agents, often incurring debts. 
Those who arrived later tended to have borrowed more and so required 
more time in the UK to clear these debts.

In common with other research into pay-to-go schemes (e.g., Koser 
and Kuschminder 2015) none of the returnees interviewed reported 
that the availability of post-return support was a factor in their choice 
to engage with the programme. Nevertheless, the majority of individu-
als did receive post-return support, mostly for entrepreneurial initia-
tives. Two individuals in the sample had actually returned under a related 
programme Assisted Voluntary Return of Irregular Migrants (AVRIM), 
which was for individuals who had not applied for asylum in the UK 
and did not provide any reintegration support. Two other individuals 
had opted for support for a training programme on return. The remain-
ing 46 returnees, including all four women, had selected reintegration 
support through business development. This is an unusually high pro-
portion, globally about half of returnees select training, although the 
high tendency towards entrepreneurial activity amongst returnees to Sri 
Lanka reflects previous research. In 2004, IoM conducted research in 
seven countries, including Sri Lanka (IoM 2004). All of the 21 individu-
als interviewed in Sri Lanka took the business option, the only country 
where everyone had done so.

The exact amount of this business support provided to these 46 indi-
viduals fluctuated, depended on when individuals returned. In addition 
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to payment for their return flights, individuals received between £1500 
and £4000. There was no real pattern to this sum, according to IoM 
London it depended purely on when individuals decided to engage with 
the programme, sometimes varying from one month to another. All indi-
viduals were given an initial payment of £500 immediately before return. 
The remaining amount, between £1000 and £3500 was paid through 
support in kind after return to Sri Lanka. The amount was not related 
to projects that individuals proposed and the variation was not designed 
to encourage them to participate, since they were only informed of the 
exact sum after they had engaged with the programme. Nor did the vari-
ation have clear development intention, indeed the limited evidence that 
exists suggests that even the highest level of support would not have had 
a determinant impact on development. Although the success of entre-
preneurial activity has been found to increase with the sum invested, 
Black and Castaldo (2009) used a threshold of US$5000 in their 2001 
research in Ghana, approximately 20 times the GDP per capita at the 
time. It is clearly very difficult to develop a comparison, but in purely 
GDP related terms, in 2008, when this research was conducted, Sri 
Lankan GDP per capita was just over US$2000, although the compari-
son can only be made in very general terms, this would give a thresh-
old of more than US$40,000, considerably more than the £4000 of the 
most significant support offered under the VARRP to Sri Lanka. Yet the 
size of the sum offered bore no relationship to the chances of success of 
the entrepreneurial activities that returnees selected. overall, the devel-
opment impact of post-return support was extremely limited.

the limited development impAct of pAy-to-go  
to sri lAnkA

overall, 46 returnees had chosen to receive financial support to start a 
business on their return to Sri Lanka. This group included 42 men and 
four women. They had returned to Sri Lanka from the UK between June 
2004 and July 2007 and they were interviewed having been in Sri Lanka 
for at least a year. This allowed sufficient time to judge the impacts of 
support for their entrepreneurialism. There is no specific logic for the 
selection of a year post-return, but previous work on return has sug-
gested that a year is an appropriate amount of time to make a judgement 
on the sustainability of return (Black and Gent 2004) and therefore its 
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potential development impact. over this period, the development impact 
of this programme was extremely limited. of the 46 small businesses 
supported, 22 had closed and a further 20 were operating at or below 
subsistence levels. only four were generating any profit for their owners.

Far from being a surprise, the limited level of this entrepreneurial suc-
cess is highly predictable. It reinforces findings that individuals experi-
encing mandatory or forced return face much great obstacles than those 
who choose the time and circumstances of their return in a genuinely 
voluntary way (Schuster and Majidi 2013; Koser and Kuschminder 
2015). These additional obstacles were sufficient to explain the failure of 
the large majority of new business ventures. They are exacerbated by the 
challenges associated with the design of the VARRP and its target popu-
lation of current or failed asylum seekers in the UK. Individuals were also 
returning to a gradually deteriorating political context in which gener-
alised violence, individual human rights abuses and a climate of official 
impunity were all becoming an increasingly prevalent fact of life in Sri 
Lanka.

The deteriorating political climate in Sri Lanka had the most imme-
diate impact on returnees, although none of the returnees reported 
that conditions in Sri Lanka were a significant factor in their decision to 
return. In common with other recent investigations, this research found 
that the most common reason for return was related to deportability. 
Most returnees were motivated to engage with the pay-to-go scheme 
due to an inability to continue living in the UK. For some, this arose 
over a long period of time as they realised that they would never be able 
to make a decent life for themselves in the UK. For others, a sudden 
event, such as the rejection of their asylum claim, their arrest and deten-
tion or even just a change in circumstances of family members who had 
supported them provided an urgent stimulus for their decision. There 
was often a secondary reason related to family life in Sri Lanka, such as 
the intolerability of long-term separation from spouse and children. For 
some, family was the main factor motivating their return, but this was 
usually only in cases of emergency, such as sudden illness of immediate 
family members.

All but one of the 50 individuals interviewed had left the country 
before the February 2002 ceasefire; the single exception left only two 
months afterwards. They all claimed that they were informed about 
Sri Lankan politics before returning. These claims seemed credible. 
Interviews involved specific reference to the political context at the time 
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of return. The period 2004–2007, when individuals returned, saw sig-
nificant political changes in Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, all returnees were 
able to refer to the President, Prime Minister, and often several minis-
ters at the time of their return. They simply expected that the ceasefire 
would have made a significant difference to the fears they had felt before 
leaving.

The particular threats that individuals faced related to whereabouts 
in the country they came from (and were returning to), what languages 
they spoke and their ethnicity. Conflict in Sri Lanka has had a highly 
polarised geography, resulting in Sri Lanka’s unusual position for a rel-
atively small country enjoying a thriving tourist industry while endur-
ing a civil war. The South and East of the country were relatively stable 
throughout this time, with the exception of occasional bomb attacks 
and high rates of political disappearance in Colombo. In contrast, the 
East and particularly the North experienced forced recruitment by the 
LTTE and increasingly widespread fighting involving mass displacement 
and indiscriminate attacks on civilians, including bombing raids by the 
airforce. These conditions meant that research was not possible in these 
parts of the country. Several returnees reported that individuals who 
they were in touch with had returned to the North and left for Southern 
India soon afterwards. In other cases, return was followed by internal 
displacement.

The nature of returnees’ experiences was also strongly influenced by 
individual characteristics, particularly ethnicity. At the national level, 
according to the 2011 census, the majority of the population (75%) is 
Singhalese. The minority Tamil population is currently categorised 
as either Sri Lankan Tamil (11%) who are concentrated in the conflict 
affected North and East, or Indian Tamil (4%). Muslims in Sri Lanka are 
considered an ethnic, rather than a religious group and make up nine 
percent of the population. The ethnic breakdown of the research sample 
did not reflect the national picture at all. The 46 individuals who had 
opened businesses included 28 Tamils (64%), 16 Muslims (32%), and 
two Singhalese (4%). Given the random nature of the sample, this is rep-
resentative of all returnees to the South and East of the country, though 
those returning to the North of the country were not included in the 
sample, suggesting that Tamils are especially over-represented amongst 
returnees. Ethnicity is closely related to language. Muslims typically 
speak both Tamil and Sinhala but some Tamils speak only Tamil. Since 
the vast majority of state officials (including police officers) in the South 
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of the country cannot speak Tamil, any Tamils who are unable to speak 
Sinhala are seriously disadvantaged on return. Inability to speak Sinhala 
often gives rise to immediate suspicion, since it is assumed that the indi-
viduals come from the conflict-affected North.

The research did not investigate the circumstances that motivated 
individuals’ initial departure from Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, some referred 
to this unprompted as it had a bearing on their security situation after 
return. one of the 46 entrepreneur returnees reported that he was inter-
nally displaced, due to the threats he continued to experience on return 
to the East of the country. He was a 42-year-old Tamil man who had left 
for the UK in 2000 and returned in 2006. Although he returned to the 
East, we were able to interview him in Colombo as, unusually, IoM had 
a record of his mobile phone number and so were able to keep in touch 
with him after he had left his recorded home address. His business had 
collapsed following his departure and he was living in friends’ houses in 
Colombo due to his fear of returning to the East. Although this was the 
only such situation amongst those that were interviewed it is likely that 
this is a more common experience, since in most cases the research team 
would not have been able to contact internally displaced returnees.

Security had become a dominant concern for many returnees. 
Inability to speak Sinhala was a particular concern for those who were 
joining family members who had themselves been internally displaced 
since their departure. one man, 33 years old at the time of interview 
in 2008, had left the country in 1994, at the age of 19. At that time 
his parents lived in Jaffna but like many people they moved away to 
escape the fighting during the 1990s. While his family picked up enough 
Sinhala to manage official exchanges when he returned in 2005, he still 
spoke only Tamil. He established a small business with the VARRP sup-
port but gave it away to a friend since he was unable to make it function. 
He said “Now, since getting back, I don’t really like to go outside. I stay 
at home. I help my mum and dad.” His language ability affected all his 
experiences around his return and provoked his fear at the idea of com-
ing back at all “I called them [his parents], I told them please come to 
the airport, because I’m so afraid.” A 44-year-old Tamil man who had 
returned in mid-2007 reported that the security of return was a key fac-
tor influencing his decision to engage with the programme, since he was 
concerned about what would happen if he was deported and handed 
over to Sri Lankan authorities directly at the airport. In the IoM system, 
“the money is secondary,” he said, “what is encouraging is the security.” 
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Unfortunately, he had faced sustained abuse and regular threats after 
return, both from the police and from unnamed other sources: “They 
[IoM] can’t guarantee security [after return] if they could many more 
people would want to come back.”

Security was a concern for large sections of the population in Sri 
Lanka during the years when individuals returned. This was particularly 
the case for Tamils and Muslims. In an increasingly Sinhalese national-
ist political climate, acts of violence against minorities were overlooked, 
legitimated and even encouraged by leading public figures. Nevertheless, 
returnees experienced an additional set of security concerns, as returnees, 
and particularly as returnees from the UK, which gave them additional 
cause for concern. The UK was typically seen by Sri Lanka authorities, 
including the police as a significant base for transnational LTTE activ-
ism. By association, Tamils returning from the UK were assumed to be 
at least tacit supporters of the LTTE. This was further exacerbated by 
the assumption that, having spent time in a wealthy country with high 
salaries, they must have returned with very substantial savings. of course, 
there was plenty of evidence across Sri Lanka of the return of wealthy 
individuals, but very few of those experiencing mandatory return came 
back with more than a few thousand pounds they received through the 
VARRP. Several returnees attributed the failure of their businesses to 
this additional pressures. A 43-year-old Tamil man reported: “People 
are always coming and asking for money; always ‘money, money, money’ 
thinking that you’re rich. I closed the shop because of it.” In some cases 
this amounted to corruption or extortion. Another Tamil man described 
the closure of his shop:

The police could come and say ‘Hey, you have one phone for me. Give me 
this phone.’ If I said I had no money they laughed and said ‘London peo-
ple, you’re rich!’

These additional security concerns reinforce the idea that returnees faced 
additional barriers to establishing small businesses that would not have 
been the case for those who had never left. A few returnees reported 
that they did indeed return with larger sums, or had sent back sufficient 
money while they were away to develop; indeed, three of the four indi-
viduals with successful businesses were in this situation. Yet, there were 
also individuals whose migration had set them back financially. one of 
the only women interviewed had left with her husband in 2002. They 
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had owned a house, which they had sold for 2.5 million Sri Lankan 
rupees (approximately £14,000), which they used to pay an agent to 
smuggle them into the UK. Her husband had been forcibly returned 
in 2005 and she had opted to return on the VARRP immediately after-
wards. They had closed the business financed by the programme since it 
never made any money and they were living with family members, trying 
to save enough money to rent their own place. once again, these indi-
viduals returned in a much more desperate situation specifically because 
of their migration.

This woman had chosen to open a communications store, invest-
ing the money that she received through the VARRP in a photocopier 
and a computer. Unfortunately, this was one of many other such stores 
in the small town in the South of the country to which she returned. 
Duplicating existing provision, which has very low margins even if suc-
cessful, was clearly a poor business decision. Although migrants are more 
likely to be dynamic and innovative individuals, the assumption in built-
in most pay-to-go programmes that anyone can become a successful 
entrepreneur is not born out by this kind of reality. The VARRP should 
have involved an element of training, but this is extremely difficult to 
provide and a short training programme cannot turn individuals with no 
business experience into successful entrepreneurs, especially when the cli-
mate is so challenging.

It is telling that three of the four returnees with successful businesses 
on return had owned businesses before leaving and in two cases had con-
tinued investment with remittances while they were away. The fourth 
successful business was managed by one of the two Sinhalese return-
ees who had expanded thanks to lucrative personal and family contacts 
with civil servants and public officials who had channelled public con-
tracts to his new business. Such opportunities were not available to most 
Tamil and Muslim returnees. In all four cases, successful businesses were 
not created solely from the support provided through the VARRP, but 
relied on substantial previous experience and additional help. one of the 
owners of these businesses, who employed six other people at the time 
of interview, commented on the general impact of businesses financed 
under the VARRP:

Yes everyone is very failure, [one friend] bought a shop in xxxxx town that 
is very expensive and now he is doing three wheeler, so, like, so many cases 
because they don’t have a knowledge of Sri Lanka. You need a knowledge 
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and you need to find the environment and you need to research the cus-
tomer needs and what are the category of customer in this area. Many peo-
ple are thinking ‘I know the paint’ or ‘I know this experience’ so I am 
going to feed the customer, you have to search customer needs, then cus-
tomer categories. […] that is their only failing, most of the time.

The individual approach pursued by pay-to-go schemes relies on an 
entrepreneurial model of development. Entrepreneurial activity is most 
likely to succeed if individuals have relevant experience and failing that, 
some training and support. This highlights once again the predictability 
of the very high failure rate of businesses supported under the VARRP.

The cost of these failures is very high and not only in terms of unreal-
ised development potential. Mandatory return to a context of increasing 
violence and deteriorating security such as Sri Lanka from 2004 onwards 
is unlikely to be sustainable, in the terms of equality of opportunities for 
returnees. At an individual level this may lead to internal displacement, 
widespread security concerns and significant vulnerability of individuals 
targeted specifically because of the nature and geography of their migra-
tion experience. Remigrating was a financial impossibility for the vast 
majority of returnees. one Muslim man, whose clothing business had 
failed, reported that he had paid 500,000 Sri Lankan rupees (at the time 
about £2500) to get to the UK in 2001. He returned under the VARRP 
in 2005 and when interviewed, in 2008 concluded that “Now it costs 
25 lakhs to get to the UK [about £14,000 at 2008 prices]. If I had that 
money, I would go.” The failure of his business meant that he could not 
come close to raising that money, nor was he ever likely to do so. Yet his 
decision to remain in Sri Lanka, like his decision to return there, could 
not be framed as “voluntary.” Although further mobility is recognised 
as an important part of sustainable return, the frustration expressed by 
many returnees about their limited potential for further migration was 
intensified by their experiences in the UK.

conclusion: deportAbility does not support 
development

AVRRPs have been widely criticised for the limitations they place on 
the notion of ‘voluntary’ (ECRE 2003) and the term ‘mandatory’ 
return is a more accurate description. The notion of “return” has also 
been criticised as politically constructed, when the key policy objective 
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is merely one of departure (Cassarino 2015). They are more accurately 
‘pay-to-go’ schemes. This paper has examined the nature of the assis-
tance offered by such schemes. There is now a solid body of evidence 
highlighting the circumstances under which return migration is likely to 
have a positive impact on development of the places to which individ-
uals return: where returnees (1) have work experience appropriate for 
their skills while away; (2) return with substantial capital, and (3) are 
able to plan for their return, that return is likely to have broader posi-
tive impacts.

Pay-to-go schemes can only ever attempt to replicate the second of 
these conditions, though it appears that even there, they do not provide 
sufficiently substantial financial contributions to make a genuine differ-
ence. Where individuals have previous experience of entrepreneurial 
activity, ideally in the country which they left, their chances of success 
are significantly increased. But pay-to-go schemes inevitably undermine 
the third factor, on the returnees’ choice of timing to return. This means 
that returnees on mandatory return schemes face a range of additional 
barriers to reintegration, highlighted by the few studies of post-return 
(Schuster and Majidi 2013; Koser and Kuschminder 2015). In the case 
of returnees to Sri Lanka returnees’ vulnerability is increased by their 
perceived political position and wealth, having been in the UK.

The widespread failure of pay-to-go schemes to enhance develop-
ment of migrants’ country of origin undermines a key claim of these 
schemes to support sustainable return. of course, the empirical research 
that this chapter is based on is specific to Sri Lanka during a particu-
larly troubling period in that country’s history. Nevertheless, the situa-
tion of increasingly generalised conflict and widespread human rights 
abuses in Sri Lanka between 2004 and 2008 is not particularly unusual 
amongst countries with significant pay-to-go schemes from the UK and 
other European countries. In common with other recent investigations, 
this research has found that the financial assistance of pay-to-go schemes 
does not provide a significant incentive for migrants to engage with these 
schemes. If the “assistance” element of AVRR schemes neither promotes 
development after return, nor encourages migrants to return in the first 
place the question of what function it serves remains important. As Blitz 
et al. (2005) have argued, there are clearly important domestic motives 
for promoting return that are quite independent of migrants’ post-return 
situation, but this does not explain why it is necessary to retain the ele-
ment of post-return assistance at all.
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An answer to this question is partially beyond the scope of the chap-
ter. However, this research has once again highlighted the important role 
played by the UK’s “hostile environment” in undermining the integra-
tion of failed asylum seekers in the UK and encouraging them to engage 
with these schemes. The form of facilitated self-deportation that pay-to-
go schemes provide appears unpalatable to many in liberal democracies. 
The development component of pay-to-go schemes effectively legitimises 
deportability as resulting in positive impacts in the country of origin and 
supporting some form of sustainable return. This chapter has argued 
that, at least in the case of Sri Lanka, deportability does not result in 
development but actually makes such positive change far less likely.
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CHAPTER 7

Deportees Lost at “Home”:  
Post-deportation outcomes  

in Afghanistan

Nassim Majidi

introduction

Deportation, defined as “the physical removal of someone against 
their will from the territory of one state to that of another” (Schuster 
and Majidi 2013), is treated as a tool, by states, to manage migration. 
Yet, the “normalcy of deportation” (Bloch and Schuster 2005; Galvin 
2015) hides the fact that little is known about its post-deportation out-
comes. Consequences can be extreme, at times leading to torture and 
death. Authors have argued that its impact could be equated to refoule-
ment1 (Di Cataldo 2016). This chapter shows two additional elements—
the changing demographics of deportation, with minors and families 
deported to war-torn locations; and the continuous fear that accom-
panies deportees and prevents them from turning their return into a 
positive experience, thus leading to negative psychosocial impacts. The 
chapter argues that even if return does not lead to direct persecution, the 
fear itself—of failure, harassment, and the inability to cope with a return 
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to life at home—leads to psychosocial stressors that put deportees’ future 
at risk.

Beyond the normalcy of deportation is the abnormal: the resurgence 
of ‘mass deportations’ (Gomberg-Munoz 2016) in the Global South. 
From the involuntary returns from Kenya to Somalia of about half 
a million Somali refugees (Human Rights Watch 2016), to the forced 
returns of a possible three million refugees from Pakistan to Afghanistan 
(Al Jazeera 2016) and to the deportations of—annually—half a mil-
lion migrants from Iran to Afghanistan, the Global South is marred by 
examples of involuntary, forced returns, and deportations. Europe is 
adding its own pressures in Afghanistan, with the EU’s tentative tar-
get of 80,000 returns from Europe to Afghanistan in coming years, as 
announced in october 2016 (EU Council 2016).

Taking the case of Afghanistan, specifically, this chapter reviews the 
challenges for individuals and families in the immediate post-depor-
tation phase. Building on a longitudinal study carried out in 2008 and 
2016 with over 1500 respondents along the Afghan-Iranian border, 
this chapter presents an increasing trend in deportations of unaccompa-
nied minors and undocumented families from Iran to Afghanistan. By 
comparing 2008 and 2016 data, this research methodology allows the 
data to speak for changes across a decade of deportations from Iran to 
Afghanistan. It goes beyond a European lens of forced returns to follow 
the highest numbers of deportations to Afghanistan, namely those from 
Iran, accounting for close to 400,000–500,000 people annually (IoM 
2016). It also goes beyond an asylum lens to a broader migration lens as 
the factors leading to migration to Iran are a mix of structural and indi-
vidual factors for a better life—be it economic, physical, or social.

Theoretical Framework

The era of mass deportations (Gomberg-Munoz 2016) has led to a 
“global circuit of deportation” (Khosravi 2016), in reference to the 
interaction between states deporting individuals, and individuals chal-
lenging state authority through remigration. The global circuit can be 
broken down further to fully understand its trends and risks. This arti-
cle identifies a regional circuit between Iran and Afghanistan, monitored 
through field research between 2008 and 2016 (Samuel Hall 2017). 
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This longitudinal research alongside the Iranian-Afghan border shows 
worsening conditions of deportations and three evolutions of concern to 
the humanitarian and human rights debate.

Findings are analysed through the prism of psychosocial wellbeing, 
understood as a state of mental, emotional, social, and spiritual wellbe-
ing that allows individuals to reach their desires, potential and capabili-
ties, and full enjoyment of their rights. The argument is made that when 
such a state is not reached, decisions and actions by deportees can lead 
to harmful consequences. In line with Cassarino’s emphasis on prepared-
ness as a key to sustainability of return, the deportees are unprepared. 
Although conscious of the threat of deportation, and of their “state of 
deportability,” the sudden outcome of it—for some just as they had not 
even reached their final destination—leaves them unprepared to face the 
reality of return. Their lack of financial resources further undermines 
their preparedness. As a result, return is often short-lived.

The requirements for psychosocial wellbeing, as presented by 
DeBono, Rönnqvist, and Magnusson (2015, p. 158), include (1) agency, 
autonomy, and control, (2) participation and involvement, (3) social 
relationships and networks, and (4) safety. This research shows the inca-
pacity of deportees in Afghanistan to fulfil these criteria and hence their 
inability to reach a state of psychosocial wellbeing that could, tentatively, 
allow them to resume their lives in their society of origin.

Key to our understanding of deportees’ psychosocial wellbeing is the 
fact that deportation is not just a physical removal or a single administra-
tive event. It is a process built in fear and in the pressure of an intangible 
threat and high levels of risk. Deportation starts well before the border 
with experiences of detention, as in Iran; it is then further acted at the 
border through physical removal, and continues after the border with the 
inability to simply return “home” empty-handed. While scholars have 
focused on the impact of deportability on asylum seekers, migrants and 
their families (DeBono, Rönnqvist, and Magnusson 2015; Hasselberg 
2016), much less is known about the fears that continue to shape post-
deportation outcomes. What has changed since a decade ago, when in 
2008, I started researching Afghan deportees?

First, the trend in changing demographics and categories of return 
highlights a story of fear among minors and women. Increasingly, it 
is no longer the “young fit adult male” (Fekete 2005) who experi-
ences deportation: children are being deported, unaccompanied and 
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separated minors, along with families who are threatened and ultimately 
deported. Identities of the deportees are transformed: from a “volun-
tary migrant,” “migrant worker,” or “undocumented refugee” to the 
“deportee” (Miller 2012), the added change is now a demographic one. 
The “deported minor,” the “deported family,” are now frequent features 
in forced returns. Fear is common to all of them. While unaccompanied 
minors are willing to receive assistance and be “taken care of,” women 
and families’ reactions show that fear turns into mistrust and isolation. 
They are emotionally lost at the border in the initial post-deportation 
phase.

Second, upon being forcibly returned, individuals realise the limited 
choices, networks, and resources available to them. They reflect on their 
feelings of exclusion and loss of power. This is due, in part, to the fact 
that deportation is the result of an exclusion that many continue to fear 
in their homeland. Afghans who cross international borders live with the 
knowledge of deportability (De Genova 2002, 2005), of human rights 
abuses (Fekete 2005), and of the possibility of “superexploitation” 
(Heyman 1998) on the other side. The sentence “we deport them but they 
keep coming back” (Galvin 2015) is applicable to Afghans crossing the 
Western border in the hope of security, jobs, and more (Majidi, van der 
Vorst, and Foulkes 2016). Even in the face of such threats, fewer and 
fewer deportees go back to their hometowns after their deportation. In 
2013, in an article co-authored with Liza Schuster (Schuster and Majidi 
2013), we identified three causes: levels of debt, the shame of failure, 
and the stigma of contamination. In 2016, data collected among depor-
tees from Afghanistan showed an increasing state of limbo. Deportees 
found themselves living between the dreams of migration, the reality of 
the border areas where they had been forcibly returned to, and for some, 
the impossibility of returning “home” to a home that may no longer 
exist, or in which the context may have deteriorated too widely to return.

Third, and last, the few who make it home portray a state of social 
and economic loss that impacts their sense of safety and security. They 
are unable to resume their lives the way they would want and find them-
selves forced to migrate again. The phrase “I do not want to but have no 
choice” is commonly heard among those who may be happy to be reu-
nited with their loved ones, but live and relive the pressure to migrate. 
Remigration turns into forced migration.
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Methodology and Context

Deportation is best understood through life stories (Atkinson 1998; 
Fekete 2005), while to speak of deportation trends, a longitudinal assess-
ment2 is needed. This chapter presents both. This research uses a mixed 
methods approach building on both qualitative and quantitative data 
extracted from two research projects—conducted in 2008 and again in 
2016—focusing on Afghan deportees from Iran specifically. Altogether, 
across these two phases, over 1500 deportees were interviewed in the 
Western provinces of Afghanistan bordering Iran, in Herat, and Nimroz. 
They were interviewed using a three-phased approach with inter-
views at three sites of high frequency by deportees: the Western border 
points of Islam Qala, in Herat, and Zaranj, in Nimroz province (on the 
day of return), the urban capital nearest to the border (within a week 
of return), and upon return home (for those who made it home in the 
provinces alongside the Western border).

The research team was composed of Afghan researchers and enu-
merators engaged in a quantitative data collection exercise, alongside 
two international researchers. The quantitative research was matched 
with case studies and qualitative interviews with deportees—covering all 
demographic groups: men and women, minors, and families. The main 
prism for the research was one of action research, to identify protection 
needs among deportees to inform a response by the international com-
munity and the Government of Afghanistan. From this action research, a 
focus on protection allowed the research team to identify harmful prac-
tices, health concerns, coping strategies upon return, access to basic ser-
vices, and indicators to assess post-deportation risks.

At the end of 2016, the IoM recorded over 436,000 deportations 
of Afghans from Iran, with an estimated 10% requiring humanitarian 
assistance (IoM 2016). In comparison, about a quarter million depor-
tations were recorded from Pakistan to Afghanistan. Although the 
Pakistani government has announced its willingness to deport more 
Afghans in the future, the largest number of deportations come from 
Iran. The Norwegian Refugee Council (2016) states that “since 2008, 
little (or no) research has been conducted on the situations of the hun-
dreds of thousands of deportees every year, from Iran and/or Europe. 
Yet the largest numbers are crossing the border back into Afghanistan 
from Iran—at an average of 300,000–400,000 a year. Significant num-
bers are unaccompanied minors” (Norwegian Refugee Council 2016,  



132  N. MAJIDI

p. 4). Most of these returns occur through two border crossing points; 
one in the Northwestern province of Herat at Islam Qala, the second 
at the Southwestern province of Nimroz in Zaranj. A comparison of 
these locations across a decade shows worsening conditions of detention, 
deportation, and post-deportation outcomes.

chAnging demogrAphics of deportees from irAn: 
children, women, And fAmilies At the border

The scale of deportations from Iran to Afghanistan has remained con-
stant over a decade, with over 400,000 deportations per year. Broken 
down, this represents about 33,000 deportations per month, or 1000 
per day. These steadily high figures hide a demographic evolution in the 
profiles of those being deported. In 2008, a study on Afghan deportees 
from Iran (ILo-UNHCR 2008) referred to a temporary and cyclical 
labour phenomenon mainly composed of single adult males constitut-
ing 99% of all deportees from Iran. Their migration was motivated by 
economic and labour considerations, as a means of subsistence for poor 
families in Afghanistan. The research in 2016 shows that other drivers 
play a decisive role, including the resurgence of conflict in Afghanistan. 
In the sample interviewed, some had left Taliban prone areas, while oth-
ers were unable to find jobs because of the economic impact of conflict. 
They ventured into Iran for work, they strived for an economy not dam-
aged by conflict, although they recognised that unemployment among 
Iranians was high, and that their main added value would be one of 
cheap labour costs. They knew exploitation would be part of their jour-
ney, alongside long working hours, harsh living conditions on their 
workplace, and a continuous hidden presence to avoid police harassment. 
This is the risk that Afghan migrants are ready to take given the lack of 
work and stability in Afghanistan.

This chapter goes beyond the demographic most often talked about 
in the context of cross-border movements between Afghanistan and 
Iran—the single adult men who form part of a working class of Afghans 
in Iran, presented above—to speak of the growing numbers of underage 
minors migrating to Iran and being deported from Iran. In our 2016 
sample, out of 760 respondents surveyed, 123 deportees at the bor-
der were under the age of 18. Close to one out of five deportees was 
a minor. one out of ten was separated en route from their family but 
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the rest were unaccompanied minors who had left Afghanistan and were 
deported. The majority of them are not in contact with their family. The 
youngest minor we interviewed was 10, the oldest 17. Although there 
are some cases of deported minors below the age of 12, these are the 
rare cases. The largest number of minors is aged between 15 and 17, fall-
ing in the youth category, often being the eldest son of the household 
sent by the family to find additional support and income in Iran. Their 
deportation story is one of autonomy and isolation—at a very young 
age—and of the need for assistance and care.

This chapter also provides insight into the lives of women and fami-
lies deported from Iran. They are the “undocumented Afghans,” in 
UNHCR’s terminology, living in Iran without refugee cards either 
because they were not properly registered by authorities and by 
UNHCR, because they lost their status, were unable to renew their 
refugee card, or were living in areas outlawed by the government. The 
“No Go Area Policy,” passed in 2007 by the National Security Council, 
declared some Iranian provinces and cities as forbidden for foreign 
nationals, including refugees. They were given a deadline to relocate to 
authorised locations or to return to Afghanistan. Those who did not 
opt for either option became unlawful and were susceptible to being 
deported to Afghanistan.

Minors: Between Autonomy and Assistance

“Hello, it’s me. I have been deported. What should I do?”—a 12-year-old 
calling his family home, through a cell phone lent by our research team in 
Islam Qala, Herat.

Minors’ growing tendency and capacity to migrate showcase their auton-
omy as migrants; on the one hand, the state response shows the incapac-
ity to adapt to the needs of children. This chapter builds on the forced 
return as a form of forced migration literature (Gibney 2013) and argues 
that the treatment Afghan minors are subjected to, in their deportation 
process, goes against the rights of the child, harming their development.

The majority of minors migrate to Iran for work, sent by their fami-
lies to earn an income and support their basic subsistence needs. As a 
result, they are treated as irregular migrants in Iran, having crossed the 
border through means outside of the legal system. Beyond the borders 
of Afghanistan, they are rarely in touch with their families, and do not 
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have the possibility to call them once they have been arrested. They 
are stripped of their belongings in detention facilities where they spend 
days, a week, or more before being deported. This is a first concern to 
their psychosocial wellbeing as their ties to their network are severed. 
Authorities handle minors in the same manner as adults, with no atten-
tion paid to the vulnerable character of a child, or to other requirements 
laid out in international legal instruments. The process of deportation 
has, as a result, traumatising effects on them.

Abuses against minors are more common than those against adults in 
the deportation process. When it comes to verbal abuse, 78% and 81% 
of minors in Nimroz and Herat respectively recall having been yelled 
at or threatened during their arrest and detention, as compared to 70% 
and 64% of the adult men. Minors are as often detained as adult males: 
67% of minors in Herat (compared to 64% of adult males) and 31% in 
Nimroz (compared to 33% of adult males) were detained prior to their 
deportation.

Mohammad, 15 years old, is a Pashtun from Logar province, in the 
East of Afghanistan. He was in Iran only for ten days before his depor-
tation and did not even make it to his final destination, which was 
Tehran. He is the eldest son of a family of nine. He said, “My mother 
is sick so I left to be able to help her.” Beyond a mobile phone and live-
stock, his family has no other assets. The only skill he has is in agricul-
tural work, learned from his family. He has received no training and no 
schooling. He is illiterate. His siblings have had a better fate as they all 
go to school and none of them works. He is the only one in this situa-
tion because he is the eldest, with the burden of family responsibilities 
falling on him. It is positive in his view, as his siblings do not have to 
make the same sacrifices as him. He is determined to succeed to pro-
tect them. When interviewed at the border, we asked what his imme-
diate needs are he says, “Cash—only cash—I need to pay my way back 
into Iran, pay a smuggler and get to work.” on second thought, he said, 
“also health care for my mother.” When we asked him, “who will help 
you find a job now?” he says, “myself!” He only counts on himself. He, 
unlike the other minors we spoke to, seems decided to go back to Iran. 
His mission has been tampered with, and he is angry about it. He does 
not want to go to the transit camp, Camp Ansar, located near the city of 
Herat, where IoM provides assistance to deported minors; and he does 
not want to be escorted back home, to Logar at the opposite end of the 
country, in Eastern Afghanistan. He wants to go back to Iran. He is still 
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close enough to be able to cross the border, he says. He is on a mission 
to migrate to Iran, and to earn an income. He wants to succeed, for his 
mother’s sake. Mohammad tells us, “I left to be able to help her.” His 
biggest concern, after having been detained, and deported, in the mid-
dle of the month of August, is to find a way out of the government’s and 
international agencies’ control and cross the desert to Iran again.

Mohammad was deported on the same day as obaid, 17 years of 
age at the time of his deportation, 16 when he originally migrated. He 
is from Ghazni province, in central Afghanistan. He is also a Pashto 
speaker and the two quickly became close, thanks to their shared expe-
rience of a failed migration, having travelled alone to Iran on behalf of 
their family. Yet, their experiences differ. obaid comes from a family of 
eight, but he is the only son, so the “natural choice” for migration. He 
left his home because of the very poor economic situation of his fam-
ily, but also because the “Taliban will not let us work freely.” His village 
has increasingly come under Taliban control over the past year. He had 
never been to Iran before; this was his first time, and the first time he 
experienced deportation. He does not want to go back, ever again, he 
says, traumatised by the working conditions and by detention. He, unlike 
Mohammad, actually did work in Iran for a quarter of the year, but he 
never received any of his salary for the three full months that he worked. 
He is convinced than his employer called the police to inform on him 
and have him arrested. obaid had started to ask questions, at first several 
times a week, then daily, about his salary, as he was growing anxious to 
earn money and send it back to his family. He now understands that he 
had been too vocal, and that his employer had never intended to pay him 
in full.

During his time in Iran, obaid recalls seeing Hazara families sacrifice 
one of theirs, in Iran, to go fight in the Syrian war, in the hope of paper-
work from the Iranian authorities. He remembers, in Tehran, one day 
seeing neighbours, an Afghan family, celebrating. He asked one of the 
children what the reason was. He recounts the little girl explaining to 
him that her Afghan father’s death in Syria was their freedom to stay in 
Iran, as they received a letter confirming that the government of Iran 
would issue them residency papers to lawfully remain. He felt then that 
Afghans had to surrender to extremes, sacrificing their lives to be wor-
thy of being accepted in Iran. He could not comprehend how fellow 
Afghans could reach such levels. So when he returned to Afghanistan, 
he was traumatised not only by his own experience of detention, but also 
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by the exploitation of Afghans—as workers, as fighters, as human beings. 
on the day of our interview at the border, he stepped off the bus and 
would not talk for the first hour of his return. He followed the NGo 
workers who escorted him to some warm tea, a warm lunch. Then he 
looked at the only woman in the centre, me, wanting to talk. His first 
words were that he was glad to be back, that he felt a sense of welcome 
on Afghan soil. However, the next day, he felt that the care was too con-
straining. IoM had given him a bed for the night, new clothes, and was 
planning an escort to take him home to Ghazni. He was getting nervous. 
He did not like the waiting period. He began to show signs of fear. Fear 
that they would take him somewhere else, fear that they would travel 
at night, fear that something would go wrong. The initial reassurance 
turned into repeated nightmares, and mistrust. He realised that he did 
not want to go back home. “There is so much insecurity now in Ghazni: 
the Taliban have come back. They have long hair and long beards. They 
are going to ask me ‘why don’t you have a beard?’ then I will have to 
tell them that I went to Iran. They will ask me ‘Why Iran? Stay here and 
serve us. Join our ranks.’ I will try my best to stay away from them…
the least they will tell me is ‘next time do not shave in Iran; refuse to 
shave, be a good Muslim.’” He was visibly scared to go back, although 
he denied it. He did mention that the Taliban “take young kids to mad-
rassahs [religious school] from a very young age, and then, they disap-
pear, you never see them again.”

Mohammad and obaid are eager to be left on their own. They con-
sider that their age should not make them “less capable” to succeed, and 
that choices should not be made for them. They appreciated the imme-
diate food, attention, and care they received from the IoM upon their 
arrival in Afghanistan, especially in contrast to their treatment in Iran, 
but beyond the immediate, they would much prefer to be left on their 
own. “We were able to go to Iran on our own! From here we can surely 
take care of ourselves,” says obaid. They are no longer used to being 
taken care of as minors, as the children that they are, so much of their 
experience going to Iran, and in Iran, being out of the norm for chil-
dren. “I know kids who are 13, 14 and who are working in Iran. If we 
did not have problems here, we would never leave! But now we have 
to.” They still consider having been part luckier than other minors 
deported from Iran, by the simple fact that they were returned in the 
Northwestern crossing point of Islam Qala. They recount hearing that 
those who are deported in the Southern point, in Nimroz, are worse off. 
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They go through the Zahedan detention centre in Iran, known for its 
brutality. They also say that those deported from Pakistan are worse off 
than from Iran. “Pakistanis separate men and women on the road and 
they say ‘we will allow the women to go straight to Iran and to their 
destination, you will meet them there’ but in reality they take them 
elsewhere and do bad things. They lie.” Mohammad and obaid’s tes-
timonies are filled with rumours; hearsay accounts of experiences of 
other men, women, and children deported from Iran and Pakistan to 
Afghanistan.

Families and Women: Fear and a Lack of Trust

Among the most vulnerable of the deportees are women and minors: 
they are more vulnerable to the risks and dangers of migration and 
deportation than male adults are. The research team spoke to 14 women 
in Herat, and 16 women in Nimroz, who arrived without their families 
over the course of one week. Female deportees are usually always over 
the age of 18, there are no female unaccompanied minors according 
to a field export from the organisation, War Child. Additionally, over 
100 families (35%) stated requiring medical assistance, 71% food and 
water, and 60% clothing—all immediate needs expressed at the border. 
Undocumented Afghan families outnumber registered refugees in Iran. 
The Government of Iran has insisted on repatriation as the preferred 
solution for the undocumented Afghans residing in Iran. In 2002, a 
voluntary repatriation process agreed upon in a tripartite agreement, 
among the Governments of Iran and Afghanistan, and UNHCR, led to 
the return of over 5.8 million refugees from Iran and Pakistan. The rate 
of voluntary returns among refugees from Iran to Afghanistan has, how-
ever, dropped, reaching an almost null figure in recent years. Against this 
drop, the trend of forced returns has risen, to include undocumented 
families who left for Iran at the onset of conflict in Afghanistan.

Families, and women among them, are visibly marked by the experi-
ence of deportation and of an unexpected, unwanted return. When fami-
lies and women arrive on Afghan soil, stepping off loaded buses, they 
are free to walk away, should they choose to. At the border, officials and 
NGos are instructed to provide free transportation to women and a 
temporary shelter at a nearby transit centre, where they also receive food 
and non-food items. In discussions with one Afghan official, we were 
told, “sometimes, ten families will be deported together. However, if one 
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woman among them decides not to listen to us, all of them will leave. 
If one of them rejects the assistance we offer, then we know we have 
lost all chance to get the other women, men, and children to come to 
us.” Women’s priority is to avoid being trapped, harassed or bothered to 
such an extent that some will refuse the assistance offered to them by the 
government or aid agencies. The experience of deportation has led to a 
lack of trust in authority, a lack of willingness to rely on external support, 
even in their own homeland, making them reject any form of authority 
or assistance. This form of agency, as they are capable to go against the 
readiness of male relatives to accept the assistance, can jeopardise their 
own safety. Their own choices, made out of fear and of the harm experi-
enced in the journey, bias their reaction upon return.

The deportation process—from arrest, to detention, deportation, 
and arrival in Afghanistan—shows a complete lack of any female author-
ity figure that female deportees may be able to trust or turn to, such 
as social counsellors or nurses. Women and families are taken by men, 
treated by men, and returned by men. The lack of a female presence on 
the Afghan side of the border further enhances women’s sense of fear 
and mistrust, leading them to make decisions based on the perception 
that they may be hurt or taken advantage of, misled or misunderstood. 
one of them turned to me and said, “I am scared. I do not want to 
get any help. I don’t trust these people.” She was a 24-year-old woman 
deported with her brother. He was ready to get support, she was not. 
Minutes after her brother had accepted the assistance being offered at 
the border by Afghan officials, she insisted that they should leave. He 
listened to her and followed her lead. She was in a position to make a 
decision for herself and her brother, but that decision came out of fear, 
enshrined in her through deportation. The experience of deportation 
has traumatised these women to the extent that they do not trust (male) 
Afghan officials, or aid representatives.

chAnging context post-deportAtion:  
where is their “home”?

This section reviews the multiple losses that deportation entails: first, 
a loss of one’s ability to regain a home; second, the loss of control, 
autonomy, and participation; and third, a loss of markers, or points of 
reference. From the physical to the emotional, these losses impact psy-
chosocial wellbeing.
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Loss of Their Home and the Creation of New Networks

For minors, families, and women, the first “home” they will find upon 
return in Afghanistan is a transitory one. A temporary shelter, set up 
by the Afghan authorities, UNHCR and IoM, called Camp Ansar in 
the Western province of Herat, which serves specific vulnerable cat-
egories. Deportees fitting UNHCR’s People with Specific Needs (PSN) 
category are transferred to a transit camp upon arrival for emergency 
assistance—while the majority of deportees, single adult males, are 
left to themselves. Yet, resources are lacking and there is no govern-
ment policy to assist deportees. Left to find their own way, the major-
ity of deportees leave the border as quickly as they arrived, and meet a 
network of middlemen that either assist them or pass them on to the 
smuggling agents to renew their attempt to travel to Iran within a day 
or two.

The middlemen are prepared for the deportees’ arrival, lined up out-
side of the secured border areas in the town of Islam Qala or in Zaranj 
and provide the first link to the city. While they are prepared to receive 
them, the deportees are unprepared, causing an uneven relationship 
between those supplying support and those who need it. There is no 
other choice for deportees who return, systematically, empty-pocketed 
from Iran. In Iran, their belongings were stripped from them, hav-
ing been arrested in the street or on their workplace, and they were not 
given the chance to recuperate their belongings or savings. With no 
money to pay a cab, deportees rely on the middlemen who fill a void that 
no other fills.

“The propensity of migrants to become actors of change and develop-
ment at home depends on the extent to which they have provided for 
the preparation of their return. (…) There exist various degrees of return 
preparation that differ in terms of resource mobilization and prepared-
ness” (Cassarino 2004, p. 271). With deportees, either of those terms 
is non-existent. The deportees from Iran are sent “home” without any 
money, belongings, and only the clothes on their back. The resources 
mobilised are not available to them and the preparedness is absent when 
return has been sudden and forced. on the other hand, resources and 
preparedness are on the side of a network of middlemen who act as a 
much-needed lifeline for deportees.

At “point zero,” referring to the border, taxis embark five depor-
tees per car on average and take them to the city. There, they are 
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introduced to hotel owners who can host them for the night. Hotels 
are organised by province of origin. For example, a Hazara from 
Bamyan will rely on hotel owners from the same ethnicity and area, 
and will be brought to the “Central Highlands Hotel” or to the “Four 
Seasons Bamyan Hotel,” located in Herat city. on the other hand, 
a deportee originally from the North will be taken to the “Mazar 
Faryab Hotel,” which will broadly be home to those whose nuclear or 
extended families live in the Northern provinces. once in the hands 
of hotel owners, they will be housed and fed. They become a constant 
source of clientele for the hotels, providing a roof above the heads 
of those who have just left detention and deportation. Beyond eth-
nic affiliations, the main reason for this distribution is financial. Hotel 
owners rely on a network of focal points in the target provinces of ori-
gin to help locate the families and obtain cash from them to pay for 
their services. Taxis and hotel owners then provide a link to the fami-
lies, or a moment of respite to pull themselves back together and fig-
ure out what to do next. If the families cannot pay, the situation then 
turns into a risky one for deportees. They will have to work their way 
through their stay, which can turn into situations of bonded labour for 
some; or they are handed over to traffickers or other less well-inten-
tioned individuals.

Taxi drivers and hotel owners fill a void that has been neglected by the 
government and the humanitarian community alike: although some of 
the hotel owners are also accused of taking advantage of the vulnerabil-
ity of migrants, creating a business out of their deportation, they would 
not be doing so if there were not a need. They also serve a purpose: to 
get deportees from the border to a shelter, and eventually back to Iran 
or back to hometown. Without these hotels and taxis, migrant workers 
would be either stranded at the border with no transportation available 
to them and, once in the city, they would be sleeping in the streets with 
no food or water or hygiene facilities.

There are reported cases of deportees being handed over by taxi 
drivers to hotel owners, and from there to smuggling agents, brokers 
or, at worse, to traffickers. There are rumours that abound on the role 
of hotel owners, who are seen as profitting from a business of forced 
returns, while others portray themselves as the only lifeline available 
in the immediate post-deportation days. A hotel owner in the city of 
Herat was quick to explain his concern over the official treatment of 
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deportees in his province, presenting his action as a response to state 
inaction. He said:

These people need basic support—they need clothes. Some of us in Herat 
are collecting what we can for them—clothes but also sometimes money. 
However, it is not enough. Their numbers keep growing and the govern-
ment is not doing anything for those who do not have cards registered as 
refugees. Don’t believe what they tell you about Camp Ansar—they only 
help those who have refugee cards.

He said this in front of a man who had arrived at his hotel the same 
morning, visibly distressed by his experience, crying during his inter-
view. The hotel owner sought to reassure us by saying, “He is not totally 
lost, he will not go astray, he will get to his family.” Through these com-
ments, he wanted to confirm that he, as the hotel owner, could reach out 
to the deportee’s family and second, that he was aware of the impact of 
deportation on the ability of deportees to make rational choices.

Loss of Control: A Changed Security and Financial Context

“Afghanistan has changed, the Taliban are back,” a deportee from 
Ghazni, deported three years after moving to Iran.

Situations of high stress are expressed in post-deportation interviews. 
Adult men responsible for entire households feel a loss of control, a lack 
of networks and safety that lead to a state of anxiety. Concerns over phys-
ical safety and threats to their lives are common. Juma Gul, 42 years old, 
speaks at a hotel where he is staying in one room with a group of seven 
other men. They all travelled together from Afghanistan to Iran, and 
were deported together. Juma Gul explains: “When I left eight years ago, 
Baghlan city was safe. Today, it is in the hands of the Taliban. How am I 
supposed to go and live there now? How am I supposed to pay to leave 
again?”

Another man chimes in: “We are in touch with our families and are 
debating what to do: go home? Go back? It’s war where we come from. 
Baghlan city has been recently taken over by the Taliban. Nothing for 
us to do there, no work, no security. What should we do? We have been 
here for two days already. Baghlan is at war. If one day you don’t work 
there, you starve. So I left and my only network abroad was in Turkey.  
I don’t know anyone in Iran. I would not have left if I didn’t have to, 
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for my life: Why would I put myself at the hands of the Pakistanis, of the 
Iranians, in detention otherwise? Look at my clothes, they are all ripped 
apart.”

Beyond the insecurity is the economic viability of returning to one’s 
hometown. The reasons for leaving in the first place are still present or 
have been exacerbated: namely insecurity, lack of employment, and the 
need to provide for basic subsistence needs. Deportee families hold 
on one last economic thread: waiting for money to come from their 
employer in Iran. Having been deported without having been given the 
time to recuperate what they owned, their hopes turn to the hopes.

Migration to Iran is interrupted and short-lived for some. Yet, in the 
limited time that they are there, they earn better wages than they earn in 
Afghanistan. Relationships to employers differ. Some pay regularly and 
can lead to monthly income levels of US$450–600, of which a large part 
is sent home.

“In Iran, I worked in the construction sector in Shiraz, I was there for only 
six months, but the employer was good to me. Every week we had our pay. 
Monthly, I would earn 1,400,000 tomans (roughly US$450), of which I 
maybe spent 200,000 tomans and sent the rest home (1,200,000 tomans 
or US$380). In Afghanistan, I would have earned maybe a third of that.” 
—Besmellah, 27-year-old, originally from Mazar-e-Sharif. He left to Iran 
after his fourth child was born.

For others, payments stall, and are irregular. Working conditions for 
Afghans in Iran have deteriorated in recent years, and relationships 
between employers and workers as well. The lack of contract and irregu-
lar payment methods point to situations of exploitation in Iran. Yet, they 
still hope, once returned, that a phone call to their employers will allow 
them to recuperate what they have earned. once deported, those who 
did not receive their salaries are contacting their employers and other 
Afghan workers in Iran. For some of them the journey in Iran was par-
ticularly harsh, working not only in unskilled construction sector posi-
tions, but also, for some, also in the mining sector, going underground 
daily. They may want to go home but their focus is first on getting 
their money back. The financial motivations are strong and the benefits 
important for Afghan migrants who support, through their labour, their 
families’ subsistence needs, their children’s education, access to services 
such as healthcare, and so forth. The money will allow them to either 
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travel back to their hometown or travel across the border to Iran to 
resume their work. They hope to be able to pay for their stay and depart 
from the hotels, their temporary accommodation, if and when their 
employers send their money back. When will that be?

“It is hard to say, he is Iranian, we are just Afghans…so he might never 
actually send us anything. I realise that now. My family has nothing to send 
to me, they can’t help me financially, as I was the one helping them finan-
cially! We have no assets to sell either…Afghans will always be needed in 
Iran, they deport us but they leave the border open to get a good income 
from us, they trade on Afghans,” explains Assad, 28-year-old Pahstun, 
interviewed in Herat.

None of the deportees the research team spoke to was able to obtain 
their payment remotely, from Afghanistan, showing the potential of lost 
hopes, but more importantly, how limited deportees’ room for manoeu-
vre is upon return. Their emotional stability is often hanging by a thread.

Loss of Reference Points and Shrinking Options

“I need a doctor, I am lost.” —Najib, 27, lived six months in Iran. He 
spent five days in detention centres in Iran before being deported on 
August 13, 2016, in Islam Qala. He was visibly shaken, emotional, tired, 
and in a state of shock. He requested a referral to a doctor during his 
interview.

Deportee men interviewed in the hotels within days of their depor-
tation are visibly very shaken, emotional, tired, and in a state of shock. 
They voice concerns about feeling lost, not knowing what to do next, 
or how to go about their lives. These are partly the consequences of 
their detention in Iran, from three to five nights in a row, before being 
loaded on buses to cross the border. They are also moved from one cen-
tre to another, from local detention centres they will be sent to the main, 
Sang Sefid, detention centre in Iran, from where deportations are organ-
ised. The shock is threefold. First, the disbelief of having been “arrested 
like that,” with their money left behind. They are stripped of their 
most important asset. Second, the disbelief at the numbers of Afghans 
in detention centres, and the numbers of police officers tracking them 
down in Iran. Deportees spoke of new teams in Iran that are mandated 
to roam the streets of Tehran, for example, and are dubbed by Afghans 
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as the Nerooye Afghan Begir, a term that means “a team that catches 
Afghans.” Third, the shock of being stripped of the little they have, a 
sense of humiliation and dispossession. “They took my money, clothes, 
phone—I was not allowed to make a phone call. What did I see while I 
was there? Physical assaults, injuries, including two Afghans who threw 
themselves out of the bus so that they would not return to Afghanistan. 
I also saw some kids, maybe ten to eleven years old, alone in these cen-
tres,” continues Najib.

The humiliation of being in the same clothes for a week, being dis-
possessed from financial and material resources, not allowed to take a 
shower by Iranian authorities in detention centres, and being cut out 
from the outside world, lead to a feeling of loss—material and mental.

Let me go home. I am tired, give me a week. I need to collect my 
thoughts and figure out a way. I don’t have answers to all of your ques-
tions, Najib, 27.

Violence is not only experienced upon return. It is part of their entire 
journey. The migration to Iran, being irregular for most, results in risks 
that families take, sometime with the accompanying children. on the 
road, children are slower than adults are. Some begin hitting their chil-
dren, under the pressure to survive the trek. Violence is common on the 
road. Najib continues remembering the difficulties faced on the road, 
starting from the outward journey to Iran:

There was this one place, at the cross section of Pakistan and Iran, where 
on one side you had Pakistani forces on their feet and on the other Iranian 
forces by air, all started shooting at us and killed one woman and two 
youngsters. Dead. Just attacked on both sides. Guns from airplanes killing 
them in front of me.

This is the mental state many come back in—how many is difficult to 
quantify but the visible and invisible traumas of migration, detention, 
and deportation are present in their testimonies. They do not have the 
time or space to process their experience, until the moment they are 
deported and their migration plans are stopped. The immediate post-
deportation phase is filled with signs of psychosocial distress.

The choices are restricted for deportees in Afghanistan. Returning to 
their families can mean returning to conflict. “If I don’t get any money, 
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then I will go to Iran. And if I go back, the Taliban will ask me to join 
their ranks. That is the choice I have,” continues Rajabali, 42, from 
Baghlan province. The question of limited choice leads to a feeling of 
entrapment. Rajabali continues:

We have no one else but ourselves and our families for support, we trust 
our family only, everyone else is corrupted and after their own interests. 
Each for their own. Let’s see what “gharib kari” or casual labour in agri-
culture/livestock we find. Where we are there is war, the Taliban just took 
over the city. our children go to school there, let’s see for how long in the 
hands of the Taliban!

None of them has any expectations beyond their families. They do not 
expect the government to assist them. While in 2008, respondents 
mainly named the government as their source of planned support to find 
jobs, in 2016, pessimism has stepped in. “What can the Government of 
Afghanistan do for us? Nothing,” says Juma Gul. He has no expectation 
of a government that cannot maintain security in the country.

Because of the multiple losses, only a minority of deportees actually 
goes back to their hometown or village. The rates of deportation are 
high, and they are cyclical: many deportees, rather than returning and 
re-integrating in their home provinces, decide to remigrate again. These 
have been trends for over ten years and whereas immediate needs exist, 
the lack of focus on the psychosocial needs of deportees means that 
the bigger picture of their trauma and their ability for re-integration is 
missed. According to the research conducted in 2008 and 2016, the 
number of those who have experienced multiple deportations has dou-
bled along the Western border.

conclusion

Deportations to Afghanistan are on the rise, from Iran, Pakistan, Europe, 
and beyond. This chapter raises two concerns. First, a demographic shift 
in deportations leading to the return of unaccompanied minors and sep-
arated children, of families, and women. Interviewed at border points, 
their feelings of stress and anxiety are strong. Second, in a context of 
resurgence of conflict, deportees are faced with limited options: stay in 
Afghanistan or cross the border back to Iran. Some may not have the 
resources to finance either of these choices and remain in a state of limbo 
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in Afghanistan, populating hotels in the border provinces and becoming 
vulnerable to bonded labour and possible trafficking. The lack of prepar-
edness of forced returns, the loss of control, networks, and safety, put 
them in a state of psychosocial instability that lead them to feeling “lost,” 
as seen through terms such as gij hastam and gom hastam repeatedly 
used by deportees interviewed in 2016 in Herat and Nimroz provinces.

notes

1.  Refoulement refers to the forcible return of refugees or asylum seekers to 
a country where they are liable to be subjected to persecution. It is for-
bidden under international and EU law. See Article 33 of the 1951 UN 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees for a full definition.

2.  A longitudinal study is defined as a quasi-experimental research that seeks 
to obtain observations of the same variables across time, preferably with a 
longer term view. They are often used in sociology to study events across a 
lifetime or generations. In this case, a longitudinal approach was taken to 
measure deportation trends and protection needs across a decade.
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CHAPTER 8

“My Whole Life is in the USA:” Dominican 
Deportees’ Experiences of Isolation, 

Precarity, and Resilience

Tanya Golash-Boza and Yajaira Ceciliano Navarro

introduction

In January of 2010, the first author of this chapter rode in a car with 
migration officials and military officers to the cargo area of the airport in 
Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic. When we arrived at the airport, 
a white, unmarked aeroplane landed between two cargo delivery aero-
planes. The cargo aeroplanes were bringing bottles of water and other 
supplies for a relief mission to Haiti, which had just suffered a devastat-
ing earthquake. The white aeroplane transported two US Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) employees and 30 deportees. The 
imagery of the deportees arriving into the cargo area alongside plastic 
bottles of water from abroad speaks volumes about the perception of 
deportees as disposable.
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one of the military officers boarded the aeroplane and explained to 
the deportees the process they were about to undergo. He called each 
of them by name and they got off the aeroplane, one by one, onto a 
Dirección General de Migración (DGM) bus. The bus was normally used 
to transport prisoners, and thus had bars on the windows to prevent the 
passengers from escaping, and bars shielding the driver from the passen-
gers, in addition to the protection of several soldiers. The bus arrived 
at the Deportee Department of the DGM office in downtown Santo 
Domingo at 5 pm. once there, the deportees were escorted upstairs, and 
given their possessions—a change of clothes for some, books, photos, 
deodorant, and shoelaces for others.

A DGM officer asked the deportees to have a seat, and separated 
them into two groups—those deported for being undocumented and 
those deported on criminal grounds. It was a relatively small group of 
deportees—two women and 28 men. Eleven of the deportees had been 
deported for immigration reasons and the rest on criminal grounds. The 
noncriminal deportees were processed first. They went, one by one, to be 
fingerprinted and have their names and information recorded both by the 
DGM and the Departamento Nacional de Investigaciones (DNI)—the 
Dominican version of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. As there were 
only eleven noncriminal deportees, that process took about 40 minutes. 
The noncriminal deportees were released once they were processed. Then, 
it was time to process those who were deported on criminal grounds. 
They went through the same process. However, once that process was 
over, they were not released, but taken to the police station in Villa Juana, 
to be booked again by the police and the drug control division.

At the police station, officers fingerprinted and photographed the 
deportees and created a file with information that included names, crimi-
nal records, and home addresses. once this process was completed, 
deportees were released to a family member, who had to bring a pho-
tocopy of their national ID card—the cedula—to prove that they were 
indeed related. Deportees were only released to family members, and 
were not permitted to leave the police station until a family member 
came for them. The official in charge of processing deportees assured me 
they were not being held captive, but that this procedure was for their 
own safety.

Deportation from the USA to the Dominican Republic is thus a 
lengthy process, which begins with a deportee being released from a 
detention centre in the USA. It can often take upwards of 24 hours for 
a deportee to get from the detention centre to the aeroplane that will 
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take them to their country of birth, due to them being transported on 
different buses among different detention centres in order to fill the bus 
destined to take them to the aeroplane. After flying for several hours, 
the processing in the Dominican Republic can easily take a further eight 
hours until the exhausted deportee is finally released to family members.

In the Dominican Republic, once people deported on crimi-
nal grounds are released into the community, they must report once a 
month to a police station. At each visit, they meet with a psychologist 
and discuss their recent activities. In addition, a police officer makes 
field visits to deportees’ houses to find out how they are adapting. on 
those visits, they talk with the deportees, their family members, and their 
neighbours to find out how the deportee is coping. After six months of 
good behaviour, deportees are eligible to receive their carta de buena 
conducta—their criminal record, which states, “This person has not com-
mitted any crimes in the Dominican Republic, either before or after their 
deportation.”

When people are deported on noncriminal grounds to the Dominican 
Republic, their deportation records are not made public. In contrast, 
those Dominicans deported on criminal grounds have their names 
recorded in a government database. To secure a job in the Dominican 
Republic, prospective employees are required to show their carta de 
buena conducta to employers. Deportees are not issued this document 
for the first six months they are in the country. Moreover, once they 
complete their six months, their carta de buena conducta indicates that 
they have been deported. There is no limitation on this reporting—the 
deportation shows up on the carta de buena conducta even years after 
the person has been deported.

Ethnographic research on Dominican deportees reveals that Dominican 
deportees face official as well as informal stigmatisation upon arrival in 
their country of birth. Sociologists Yolanda Martín (2013), and David 
Brotherton and Luis Barrios (2011) argue that the traumatic experience 
of deportation, as well as stigmatisation can lead some deportees to the 
use of drugs (Martín 2013) or even to suicide (Brotherton and Barrios 
2011). The deportees discussed in those studies faced devaluation, dehu-
manisation, and extreme marginalisation. This chapter, in contrast, focuses 
on the survival mechanisms deportees use to get by in the Dominican 
Republic. We ask: How are deportees able to overcome the obstacles they 
face in order to continue their lives in their country of birth?

This chapter explores what happens after deportation, as well as 
the challenges deportees face. Although most deportees despair upon 



152  T. GoLASH-BoZA AND Y. CNAVARRo

arrival in their country of birth, those who have strong family ties in the 
Dominican Republic have an easier time. Deportees can survive by find-
ing precarious and informal work, as they are nearly always locked out 
of the formal labour market. Their dreams of returning to the USA and 
reuniting with their families are often what keep them going.

whAt hAppens post-deportAtion?
This chapter contributes to the small but growing literature on what 
happens to people after deportation. Ethnographic accounts of the post-
deportation experience highlight several themes: (1) a sense of unfa-
miliarity with the land of citizenship, (2) profound despair about their 
future, (3) the salience of state power in the lives of deportees both in 
the USA and abroad, (4) the stigma associated with being a deportee, 
and (5) the desire to return to the USA (Brotherton and Barrios 2011; 
Coutin 2010; Golash-Boza 2013; Headley 2006; Peutz 2006; Schuster 
and Majidi 2013; Precil 1999; Zilberg 2007, 2004). The deportees dis-
cussed in this chapter share many of these experiences.

Scholarship on the reincorporation of deportees reveals that deportees 
often experience stigma and isolation upon return to their country of 
birth, due to negative stereotypes of deportees (Brotherton and Barrios 
2011). Jamaicans blame deportees for the rise in violence in the capital 
city (Headley et al. 2005); Dominicans associate deportees with transna-
tional drug circuits (Brotherton and Barrios 2011); Central Americans 
link deportees with rising gang-related violence (Coutin 2010; Zilberg 
2007).

The reception of persons deported from the USA to Latin American 
and Caribbean countries is highly dependent on the cultural context 
and laws of each country. The Brazilian government, for example, does 
not view deportees as a social problem, and deportees face relatively 
few obstacles to re-integration (Golash-Boza 2015). However, in other 
countries, such as the Dominican Republic, deportees face several dif-
ficulties in re-integrating in different areas of everyday life (Brotherton 
and Barrios 2011). The process of deportee reception is characterised 
by an upsetting and traumatic stigmatisation, which leads those depor-
tees to situations of extreme social exclusion. Their lack of access to car-
tas de buena conducta adds to a work context that is characterised by 
patronage and clientelism, making it even more difficult for deportees 
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to re-establish themselves in the labour market (Brotherton and Barrios 
2011). These issues raise the question of how deportees are able to sur-
vive, and this chapter draws from interviews with deported Dominicans 
to explore their survival strategies.

methodology And interview sAmple

The first author interviewed 47 deportees in the Dominican Republic 
between November 2009 and February 2010. Interviewees were located 
through a snowball sample with two primary points of entry into the 
community—a local research assistant and a deportee with many local 
connections. The second author returned to the Dominican Republic 
from June to July 2016 to conduct follow-up qualitative research.

All of the interviewees were male, except one. Nearly all Dominican 
deportees are men, so the interview sample reflects the overall popula-
tion. The first author sought women to interview, but was unable to find 
more women willing to be interviewed. At the time of the interview, the 
youngest of the deportees was 31 years old and the oldest was 66 years 
old. The average age was 48. of the 47 deportees, 20 emigrated to the 
USA before the age of 21. It is important to clarify that some of them 
emigrated first to Puerto Rico and then to the mainland USA. The first 
deportee migrated in 1964 and the last in 2001. Although this migra-
tion spans multiple decades, 1988 and 1990 had the most migrations, 
with 5 and 6 cases, respectively. In the remaining years, migration is 
distributed more evenly, with one or two cases per year between 1964 
and 2001. overall, participants migrated to the USA at an average of 
22 years of age and lived there for an average of 16 years, suggesting that 
these deportees had developed strong ties to the USA. All 47 deportees 
claimed to have social ties in the USA, and 36 said they had at least one 
child in the USA.

The participants’ mode of entry into the USA was as follows: 2 
entered under a false identity, 3 entered through Mexico, 5 were stowa-
ways on a ship, 18 travelled on a yola (fishing boat) to Puerto Rico and 
entered the USA from there, 8 entered with Legal Permanent Resident 
visas, 7 with temporary visas, and the remaining 4 with sports and stu-
dent visas. The 17 respondents who migrated through Puerto Rico 
reported that they spent between 2 days and 8 years in Puerto Rico. This 
shows the double migration which some Dominicans experienced in 
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order to reach the USA, which has important social, personal, and eco-
nomic implications for these immigrants. In this group of respondents, 
44 of the 47 deportees were deported for criminal reasons, the other 3 
for immigration reasons. of the 47 deportees, 5 said they had not com-
pleted primary education, 12 only completed primary school, 16 had not 
completed secondary school, and 14 finished secondary school. As for 
university studies, only one had completed post-secondary education.

When deportees arrive in the Dominican Republic, they are greeted 
by Dominican migration officials and the police. The government also 
set up a “Deportation Unit” in 2013 that aims to guide and facilitate 
the process of social integration of deported Dominicans. This office, 
however, is often viewed with suspicion given the government’s general 
stance on deportees. Some loosely organised social organisations have 
also emerged that support deportees. Churches, for example, have, for 
limited periods, offered meals to deportees. There was also an organi-
sation called “Bienvenido Seas” that does not appear to be operational 
as of this writing. Deportees also know each other informally and some-
times may pass on information regarding employment. From the stand-
point of Dominican deportees, however, there is little community or 
support for them. Thus, they must figure out how to make it on their 
own.

surviving in the dominicAn republic

This chapter addresses the question of how deportees overcome the 
obstacles they face in their country of birth, starting with the initial 
shock of arriving in an unfamiliar place.

Arriving in the dominicAn republic

When deportees were asked how they felt upon arriving in the 
Dominican Republic, almost universally, they responded that they felt 
“bad,” “sad,” “alone,” “frustrated,” or “scared.” Having lived in the 
USA for between one and 36 years, the return to their country of birth 
was often unexpected and unwelcome. Joselo, for example, described his 
feelings when he first arrived:

I felt scared, and bad. Because I had not been here before and I never liked 
it. I am going to the Consulate to try to leave.
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Joselo had lived in the USA since he was 15 years old. Moreover, he had 
strong ties to the USA as his grandparents were Puerto Ricans. Through 
these family ties, Joselo’s family was able to flee the Dominican Republic 
in 1965, when the country was undergoing political turmoil following 
the assassination of President Trujillo. Joselo’s father was a US citizen, 
but his mother was not. For this reason, Joselo travelled to the USA as 
a legal permanent resident and not as a US citizen. Had both of his par-
ents been US citizens when he was under the age of 18, he could have 
obtained “derivative citizenship.”

When Joselo arrived in Brooklyn, he enrolled in high school. He lived 
with his father and stepmother until he was drafted into the US Army 
in 1969. When he was released from the Army in 1973, Joselo quali-
fied for US citizenship and could have applied for naturalisation. Like 
many Dominicans, he never applied and thus remained a legal perma-
nent resident. Joselo explained to me that he thought he was a US citi-
zen because his father was a citizen, and he had served in the army. He 
explained:

I was in the army; I thought I was a citizen. I was told that when you go 
to the army you become an American citizen but that was not the case.

After his release from the army, Joselo found a job in a plastics factory 
in Brooklyn. He worked there for fifteen years, until it closed in 1988. 
The closure of this manufacturing plant was part of a broader pattern 
of de-industrialisation in the USA (Harrison and Bluestone 1990). 
Joselo found himself unemployed, with a wife and seven children. They 
were able to get by due to his wife’s income from her job as a social 
worker, alongside Joselo’s unemployment benefit. Nevertheless, the 
stress and life changes led Joselo to experience depression in addition 
to financial insecurity. Joselo was caught with a small amount of cocaine 
in 1989, but was released without serving prison time, as it was a first-
time offence. Despite his ongoing mental health and economic issues, 
Joselo stayed out of trouble until 1998, when he was caught with US$10 
of crack cocaine. This time, he was sentenced to two and a half years 
in prison. He was released in 2000, and deported to the Dominican 
Republic.

When Joselo arrived as a deportee in the Dominican Republic, he 
had no family to receive him. His wife travelled to Santo Domingo from 
New York to ensure that he found a place to settle down. She found 
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him housing in a motel, and then returned to New York to attend to 
their children. Joselo has since found more stable housing. He receives 
his army pension, and survives with that income—nearly US$1000 per 
month. However, he does not like it in the Dominican Republic. He left 
the country when he was fifteen, and has not been able to readjust to 
living in the Dominican Republic. His family has come to visit him. His 
wife has come twice, as have his daughters. They speak on the telephone 
daily. Still, Joselo dreams of returning to the USA, the country where he 
spent 35 years and where all of his family lives.

The minimum wage in the Dominican Republic is about RD$11,000 
per month, which is roughly equivalent to US$220. According to a 
report from 2015 in the newspaper Diario Libre, one family with this 
income will need 96 percent of that just for food; so other necessities 
(such as water, electricity, telephone, and detergents for washing) are 
not covered (Nivar 2015). Joselo’s income of US$1000 per month was 
among the highest of all deportees interviewed, and is enough for him to 
cover his basic needs.

Nevertheless, Joselo has lost everything meaningful to him, and thus 
feels depressed in the Dominican Republic and has a strong desire to 
return to the USA. This feeling—that everything important to him is in 
the USA—was common among deportees and only enhanced their feel-
ings of isolation and alienation. Even though Joselo had a steady income, 
this was not sufficient to allay the effects of his isolation.

Maxwell expressed similar feelings of loss upon arrival. Maxwell trav-
elled to the USA when he was 16 years old. Unlike Joselo, Maxwell had 
no family connections that would allow him to travel legally to the USA, 
and he stowed away on a boat that took him to Puerto Rico in 1988. 
Maxwell lived and worked in Puerto Rico for seven years before travel-
ling to New York, where he moved in with his sister. In 1988, Maxwell 
married a US citizen and obtained legal permanent residency. Maxwell’s 
wife was in the military and he worked for a food bank, which distrib-
uted non-perishable goods to needy families throughout New York.

one day, a Dominican friend asked Maxwell to go with him to his 
sister’s house in New Jersey. Maxwell agreed. Soon after they crossed 
over into New Jersey, their car was stopped. The police officers found 
a half-kilo of crack cocaine in the car. Although Maxwell denied that 
he had any idea there were drugs in the car and told the interviewer he 
never had sold drugs in his life, he was found guilty. Maxwell served 
18 months in prison before being deported to the Dominican Republic 
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in 2008. His wife has come to visit him twice in Santo Domingo, but 
she is not willing to move to the Dominican Republic. Maxwell wants to 
return to the USA as well. When asked how he felt upon arrival to the 
Dominican Republic, he responded:

I was not feeling good because America is my life; I was young when I left 
for the USA; … My youth is there, not here, my generation is not here; 
… I belong there. My people are not here, my friends, my white friends, 
the boricuas [Puerto Ricans], the blacks; you know the ‘life’ we had dur-
ing the summer. In my company, we used to do many good things… I feel 
depressed here, because my life… I don’t feel it is good, it is not the same, 
I feel frustrated… I feel that my whole life is in the USA.

Having lived in the USA since he was 16 years old, and deported at 
age 36, Maxwell feels strongly tied to the USA. In addition, he longs 
to be with his wife and to start a family with her. For Maxwell, his life, 
his youth, his generation is all in the USA and he does not feel at home 
in the Dominican Republic. Maxwell is proud of his humanitarian work 
while in the USA and the connections he was able to make through that 
work. When he was interviewed, he had been deported about a year 
earlier. He still hoped to be able to get a pardon to be able to return. 
The likelihood that he could get a pardon, however, is very low. Pardons 
can be granted by the President of the USA or by the Governor. These, 
however, are rarely granted, and even less common in the case of previ-
ously deported persons. Nevertheless, whenever asked about his plans, 
Maxwell said that eventually he would return to the USA.

Although nearly all deportees expressed similar feelings of sadness 
and loss, two interviewees did not express these feelings when describing 
their arrival into the Dominican Republic. Unlike Joselo and Maxwell, 
these two interviewees arrived when they were older and had weaker ties 
to the USA. Darius, for example, travelled to the USA in 1980, when 
he was 36 years old. He lived in New York for 18 years before being 
deported. He was 66 years old when he was interviewed:

Well, I felt fine because I arrived to my country again, and all the people in 
my neighbourhood, where I was born and raised were here. When I left I 
lived two blocks down the street, now I live two blocks up.

Having lived as an undocumented migrant in New York for 17 years, 
deportation was the first time Darius was able to return home. Darius 
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had emigrated to the USA in 1980, leaving his wife and two children in 
Santo Domingo. In 1988, his wife and children were able to join him in 
New York City, and they had a third child together. Soon after his third 
child was born, Darius was arrested on drug charges. He was in and out 
of jail for the next decade before finally being deported in 1994. Despite 
saying he was happy to be back, Darius regrets being separated from his 
family, especially his youngest daughter who he barely got to know due 
to his time in prison and subsequent deportation. He is hopeful that one 
day his daughter will come visit him in Santo Domingo or that he would 
have a chance to travel to New York to see her.

Paulo also expressed that he was happy to be back in the Dominican 
Republic. When I asked him how he felt after being deported, he told 
me: “I felt good. I was in my homeland.” Paulo was born in 1969. He 
went to the USA when he was 23, in 1992. His wife was planning to 
go the USA as a legal permanent resident, facilitated by her father, who 
was living in the USA at the time. Paulo did not want to wait for his 
paperwork to be processed, which could have taken years. Instead, he 
decided to take a yola to Puerto Rico, and then travel by aeroplane to 
New York City. He and his wife moved into his father-in-law’s house and 
he secured work in a bodega. Frustrated because he was earning so little, 
Paulo turned to selling drugs. He was arrested in 1985 for drug sell-
ing, spent 18 months in prison, and was deported. Paulo’s child, who 
was born in the USA in 1994, now lives with him in the Dominican 
Republic.

Nearly all the interviewees (45 out of 47) expressed negative emotions 
when asked how they felt about their return to their home country. They 
missed the financial security they had in the USA, but most of all, they 
missed their families. Nevertheless, few, if any, of these deportees will 
be able to return to the USA due to the near-impossibility of returning 
legally and the high cost of returning illegally from their island nation. 
Thus, they must figure out how to survive in their country of birth.

Darius and Paulo were content to be back in their homeland whereas 
Maxwell, Joselo, and many other deportees feel as though the USA is 
their homeland and are thus devastated with regard to their forced 
exile. For this reason, we see such a strong difference in their reactions. 
Whereas Darius said, “Well, I felt fine because I arrived in my country 
again,” Joselo says, “I have not been here before and I never liked it.” 
of course, legally speaking, the Dominican Republic is their homeland. 
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Nevertheless, for many Dominican deportees, it certainly does not feel 
like home. Faced with these circumstances, Dominican deportees must 
figure out how to survive.

As pointed out above, depending on years lived in the USA, some 
deportees experience this feeling of coming “home,” but for others, 
home is in the USA, where they have family, and where they have made 
their lives. The idea of home, in this case, will depend on where the 
deportees have spent most time and where they have their roots, usually 
those related to children, family, and friends.

surviving in the dominicAn republic

To survive in the Dominican Republic, deportees need access to cash. 
Some deportees are able to earn money by working, while others rely 
on remittances from abroad. Some rely on their family members in the 
Dominican Republic and still others receive a pension—from either the 
Dominican or the US government. None of the Dominican deportees 
interviewed for this project managed to recreate the lifestyle they had 
achieved in the USA. Nevertheless, many secured employment, primar-
ily in the informal labour market. The most common form of employ-
ment they reported were odd jobs, working on the docks, and working 
as drivers.

Thirty-seven of the 47 respondents indicated that they were working; 
10 said that they were not working. of the 37 who were working, 34 
had informal jobs and 3 had formal work. only 7 reported having papers 
or a letter of good conduct—the carta de buena conducta. The letter of 
good conduct is a prerequisite for gaining access to formal work, since 
this letter indicates whether a person has a criminal record. one reason 
that few deportees possess these documents is that they cost RD$330, a 
significant amount for an unemployed deportee. Another reason is that 
they may believe the carta will not do them much good insofar as it indi-
cates their deportee status.

In any case, informal jobs do not require these formal documents. 
These data are consistent with the information of the Consejo Nacional 
de la Empresa Privada (CoNEP 2013), which states that the labour 
market in the Dominican Republic is characterised by informality, as 3 
out of 4 jobs are informal and this number is increasing. Between 2000 
and 2012, employment in the formal sector grew by 19.8%, while the 
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informal sector grew by 41.5% (CoNEP 2013). Deportees who work 
in the informal sector described some of the work they do as follows: 
tourist guide at the pier; call centre employee; taxi driver; manager of 
someone else’s business without a contract; coach; car salesman; land-
lord; valet [car parker]; painter; repairman; construction worker; messen-
ger; street vendor; upholsterer; farmer; garbage collector; and car washer.

Despite the average age being high at 48 years, only one of the 
deportees said that age was an impediment to his access to the labour 
market. However, this may be because many get informal jobs or are 
self-employed, where age is not such a critical factor. Darius, for exam-
ple, who is introduced above, explained that he gets odd jobs: “I work 
doing alterations, fixing things, I paint, I do any job.”

Phrases such as “I do any job” or “whatever appears” are expressions 
that show the level of job uncertainty to which deportees are exposed. 
The jobs they find are temporary and therefore income is quite unsta-
ble. Goldin (2016, p. 55) defines human capital as “the stock of skills 
that the labour force possesses. It encompasses the notion that there are 
investments in people (e.g., education, training, health) and that these 
investments increase an individual’s productivity.” Despite the presump-
tion that higher human capital would lead to higher wages, this was not 
always the case as deportees had few opportunities to use what limited 
human capital they had. Very few deportees were able to put what they 
learned in the USA to use in the Dominican Republic. one exception to 
this involves deportees who worked in call centres, who were able to use 
their English skills to secure employment.

When respondents were asked about the value or utility of what they 
learned in the USA for their new life in the Dominican Republic, they 
mostly expressed moral rather than technical learnings, i.e., they learned 
to work hard and dream big. Many deportees lamented the differences in 
the labour market that exists in the USA and in the Dominican Republic, 
in terms of the technical qualities that are appreciated in the USA.

Those deportees who secured work as drivers seemed to do well, at 
least insofar as they had daily work. Juan Carlos (47 years old lived in 
the USA for 10 years) explained that his work as a driver allowed him to 
maintain his dignity. Florentino (48 years old lived 11 years in the USA) 
elaborated on this point, saying:

I am a driver. I make my life in this way. I do not have a problem. I am 
‘clean.’ I do not have to ask anybody for 10 or 100 pesos, or anything like 
that.
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Although many of these jobs require a carta de buena conducta, these 
deportees were able to secure positions as drivers without this piece of 
paper. Raimundo, who was 43 years old and had lived in the USA for 
8 years, explained that he did not need a carta de buena conducta, in 
part, because he is working for a friend of his sister’s family. Having a sis-
ter who would vouch for him was sufficient.

Not all deportees, however, were able to secure employment. Juan 
Pablo, for example, cites his lack of access to the carta de buena conducta 
as a significant obstacle:

I have troubles in this country. My family is helping me to survive, because 
here to work you have to have the carta de buena conducta, and since I 
came as deportee [five months ago], … I don’t have the carta de buena 
conducta, and I have to have one to work in this country. I cannot work, 
because if I go to work I have to bring the carta de buena conducta, and 
no one is going to give me the carta de buena conducta, so I think no one 
is going to give me a job, because I tried to find a job and they ask you for 
the carta de buena conducta.

Juan Pablo had travelled to the USA in 1993, when he was 20 years old. 
He lived and worked in New York until he was arrested on drug charges 
in 2006. He served time in prison on those charges and was deported in 
2009. When we spoke, he had been in the Dominican Republic for five 
months, and lived with his mother, who he had not seen since he left. 
He will eventually get his carta de buena conducta, but he still may not 
secure employment, as his carta will mark him as a deportee.

Deportees face stigmatisation in the Dominican Republic, a situa-
tion accentuated by the media that reinforces this stigma with head-
lines such as “Ex-prisoners arrived in the country…,” (Castro 2015) 
and “The USA repatriated ex-convicts” (Castro 2016). Because of this 
high level of stigmatisation, entrance into the formal labour market 
becomes an uphill battle, especially because many workplaces ask for 
the carta de buena conducta. Deportees were well aware of this stigma-
tisation. When asked, “What do people think here about deportees?” 
Darius replied: “Bad, for jobs, they scare them, they think they are 
criminals, that they are going to do something bad, but we all are not 
like that.”

Carlos’s (61 years old, who lived 31 years in the USA) testimony reaf-
firms this idea that stigmatisation comes from the media, and the police 
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often stop deportees and try to blame them for crimes. Deportees have 
become the scapegoat for many of the social situations in the Dominican 
Republic. Carlos said:

Yes, they look badly at you, they believe that everything bad happens here 
because of deportees, and it is not true, maybe someone does something 
but not everything, they want to blame deportees, and it is not like that, 
the police said that, anything happening it is because deportees and they 
start to look for the deportees but it is a mistake.

Faced with bleak prospects in the formal labour market, deportees were 
often forced to rely on others for their survival. This reliance, however, 
can be threatening to their sense of masculinity and their desire to be 
providers. In both cases, we see that deportation has generated not only 
feelings of loneliness, but also depression, perhaps due to their inability 
to support themselves. This became clear in Emanuel’s interview.

The first author met Emanuel in the restaurant of a large store in cen-
tral Santo Domingo. He was not completely comfortable with the idea 
of doing the interview, but agreed when assured it would be confiden-
tial. He was primarily concerned about the possibility of returning to the 
USA, and did not want to do anything to jeopardise a potential future 
application. Emanuel was born in 1956, in San Francisco de Macorís. 
Primarily his grandmother raised him, as his father moved to the USA 
when he was 8 years old. When Emanuel was 18 years old, he moved 
to the USA to join his father. That was in 1974. Emanuel finished high 
school in the USA and then secured a job as a taxi driver. In 1980, 
Emanuel decided to join the army, where he served for two years. While 
Emanuel was in the army, he purchased a gun for his personal use. When 
he purchased it, he lived in North Carolina and had a permit for the gun. 
However, he took the gun with him to New Jersey, and did not seek 
a permit. one day in early 1996, when Emanuel was driving his car in 
New Jersey, a police officer pulled him over and asked to search the car. 
Emanuel agreed. The officer found the gun and arrested Emanuel. He 
was sentenced to one year in prison for illegal possession of a firearm. He 
served nine months and was released back to his family. Emanuel began 
working again, but had to report to the parole officer each month. on 
one occasion, he showed up for his meeting with the parole officer, who 
turned him over to immigration, and he was deported to the Dominican 
Republic in 1998.
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Emanuel left a wife and daughter in the USA. His daughter was born 
in 1996, just before he was arrested. They keep in touch by telephone 
and through internet video calls. In the interview, Emanuel explains how 
much his deportation has affected him and his family:

Everything happened so suddenly. You have your home, your work, and 
then you are separated from your family. After it happened, I could not see 
my daughter… that it is a very hard thing for the family … everything was 
broke, everything … sending me over here … broke my marriage.

When Emanuel was asked about the possibility of re-uniting with his 
partner, he expressed feelings of vulnerability and economic uncertainty 
that prevented him from taking care of his family, if they were to return 
to live with him in the Dominican Republic. Asked “She did not think to 
come here?” and “What does she do for work now?” he replied:

… here I had nothing, what could I give her here? I could not give any-
thing to her here.

I don’t know, she worked as an auxiliary nurse caring for elderly people, 
disabled people… but she had a hard time because I was not there. I was 
the breadwinner, she worked but she did not have to pay anything, I paid 
for everything, it is a hard situation.

From Emanuel’s point of view, he has nothing to offer his wife and chil-
dren at this point. In his interview, he expresses some anger when he 
points out that he and his wife had a good relationship, which ended 
because of the deportation and its consequences: the separation of the 
family and his consequent inability to be there for his family, emotionally, 
financially, or physically.

Maxwell, introduced above, was hoping to secure a carta de buena 
conducta so that he could get a job in the docks, but had not yet been 
successful. He is able to get by because he lives with his sister and 
mother, and he relies on remittances from his wife. He is not happy 
about his newfound dependence:

Yeah, my wife helps me. … I know how you are used to living in the USA. 
I know how you work, what people earn per hour. People here don’t earn 
the same … I don’t like to bother anyone over there because the work 
there is hard.
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Juan Pablo and Maxwell had been in the Dominican Republic for rela-
tively short amounts of time. The short period means that they are still 
recovering from the shock of being deported. It also means that family 
members in the USA are still willing to help. Moreover, it means that 
they have not yet established a local support networks that help them 
fend for themselves.

The extreme difficulty deportees face in securing work and providing 
for themselves and their families exacerbated their feelings of isolation, 
loneliness, and helplessness. Despite these obstacles, they were able to 
survive due to two primary sources of income: help from family mem-
bers in the USA and the Dominican Republic, and informal work. The 
most common strategy was reliance on precarious employment or entre-
preneurship, such as working as drivers, handymen, or on the docks. 
Nevertheless, entering the labour market, even in this very limited way 
allows Dominicans to reintegrate gradually.

plAns for the future

Despite the difficulties deportees face when asked about their plans for 
the future, they were relatively optimistic. Three themes stood out from 
their responses: their desire to re-unite with their families; their intention 
to return to the USA; and their desire for economic stability. It would be 
practically impossible for most deportees to return to the USA. Those 
who have a criminal conviction have no option to return under current 
law. Moreover, those who were deported on noncriminal grounds face 
significant legal hurdles to returning. In addition to the legal hurdles, 
those applications that have even a small chance at success will cost thou-
sands of dollars. There is the possibility to return illegally, but this costs 
even more and involves substantial risk. Despite these obstacles, some 
deportees may be able to return to the USA—usually through illegal, 
dangerous, and costly routes (Brotherton and Barrios 2011). With this 
glimmer of hope, many deportees recounted that they plan to return.

Maxwell, introduced above, is one example. He explained: “As I told 
you, my plan is to return to the USA.” Maxwell did not explain how he 
planned to do this, yet he remained hopeful. It is highly unlikely that 
Maxwell will ever be able to return legally, due to his criminal convic-
tion. Although some deportees may be able to gain entry to other 
countries, only one deportee expressed a desire to emigrate to a coun-
try other than the USA. Fermin (who is 46 years old and had lived 
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10 years in the USA) explained that he planned to travel to Italy to work. 
With no deportation on his record from Italy, he may actually be able 
to make that plan work. According to the organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (oECD)’s 2010 report, countries like 
Puerto Rico, Spain, and Italy, and, of course, the USA are the most com-
mon destinations for Dominican emigrants.

Miguel (65 years old who lived 15 years in the USA), makes it clear 
why most Dominican deportees from the USA desire to return there. 
For Miguel, the USA is where his family is and it is the country he loves 
best: “I think that when my kids file my paperwork, I am going to be the 
happiest man on earth, because I will be in the country I most like and 
will be back with my family.” Miguel was 65 when he said this and had 
been deported 26 years prior. Nevertheless, he still held onto that dream 
of returning to the USA to be with his family. Carlos, introduced above, 
was deported on criminal grounds, and would be arrested if caught try-
ing to re-enter. That did not deter him from making plans, because his 
daughter had asked him to return.

In addition, more succinctly, by Emanuel: “I will go back to the USA. 
It is my priority be with my daughter.” The years that had passed did 
not weaken these deportees’ perception of their family connections in 
the USA. Carlos had been living in the Dominican Republic for eight 
years and Emanuel for 12 years. Nevertheless, they dreamed of return-
ing to live with their families, despite their “relatively advanced age” and 
the near-impossibility of their (legal) return. Carlos was 61 years old and 
Emanuel was 59 at the time of these interviews.

Despite a strong desire by most deportees to return to the USA, many 
of them also recognised that they could try and make things work in the 
Dominican Republic. Florentino, for example, said that his plan is to 
try to survive: “I am thinking about building a little house here. I don’t 
want to pay too much for a house, actually I am not thinking of going 
back to the USA, I don’t think so.” German (48 years old, who lived 
34 years in the USA) was similarly practical:

My plans for the future are settling down here and being part of society, 
economically and socially, someday travel again, maybe to the USA, Europe, 
wherever and continue with my life forward because I have to live it.

The interviewees expressed extreme disappointment with the fact that 
they did not have the same opportunities they once had. Additionally, 
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they lamented the family separation they experienced as well as the 
traumatic experience of being jailed and deported. However, they also 
expressed a clear sense of being “free” once they were returned to the 
Dominican Republic. They were free insofar as they were no longer in 
jail. However, others spoke of a more subjective sense of freedom as they 
could do things like have a beer in the park that they could not do in 
the USA. Nevertheless, many deportees held out hope that they one day 
would be reunited with their families.

conclusion

In this study, Dominican deportees clearly expressed emotions related to 
deportation, such as loneliness and despair, similar to what other scholars 
have found (Siulc 2009; Martín 2013; Brotherton and Barrios 2011). In 
addition, they described their experiences of being stigmatised, particu-
larly in terms of job placement, and the challenges they face in order to 
survive. To survive, they turned to self-employment, informal jobs, and 
help from family and friends. Despite the difficulties deportees face, they 
are able to survive in their country of birth. For some, their ability to 
work and to contribute to society allows them to feel useful again. For 
others, their plans to return to the USA or to make a life for themselves 
in the Dominican Republic allow them to get out of bed each day.

Deportees’ exclusion from formal work, nevertheless, is dishearten-
ing. It is true that many of these deportees had committed crimes in the 
USA, mostly related to the drug economy. However, the fact that they 
sold drugs in New York City does not mean that they would engage in 
criminal activity in Santo Domingo. Placed in a different milieu, espe-
cially one where they have social and financial support, they would be 
unlikely to turn to illegal drugs for comfort or for financial security. In 
fact, pushing them out of the formal labour market is more likely to push 
them towards drugs and towards the illegal economy. The requirement 
that their deportation appear on their carta de buena conducta is a clear 
barrier to their participation in the formal labour market.

This exclusion from the formal labour market means that deportees 
who learned valuable skills in the USA, such as English-language or con-
struction skills are unable to put these skills to use in their home country. 
Allowing deportees access to the formal labour market would not only 
enable them to attain financial self-sufficiency, but also would permit 
them to feel as if they are making a positive contribution to society. At 
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present, many deportees feel as if their life is being wasted away. They are 
unable to find meaningful work. Their consequent dire financial straits 
prevent them from making financial contributions to their family, which 
makes them feel bad about themselves. This inability to be a provider 
for themselves and their family often leads to distress and depression, in 
part due to gendered expectations of what it means to them to be a man 
(Rivera and Ceciliano 2003). It is difficult for Dominican deportees to 
embrace their lives in the Dominican Republic and to focus on build-
ing their future there, in part, because they feel strong ties to loved ones 
in the USA and in part, because there is little hope for them to remake 
their lives in their country of birth. In short, deportees, like most other 
people, cherish opportunities to make positive contributions to soci-
ety and to their families. Insofar as current policies in the Dominican 
Republic and the USA prevent them from playing that role, these poli-
cies are detrimental to deportees, their families, and their communities.
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CHAPTER 9

Making It as a Deportee: Transnational 
Survival in the Dominican Republic

Evin Rodkey

Antonio1 had been in Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican 
Republic, less than two years before I met him while walking around a 
Free Trade Zone, outside the call centre where he worked as a customer 
service agent for a US company. Nearing thirty-two years old when I first 
met him in 2008, he had moved to New York City as a legal perma-
nent resident at age seven and faced deportation at age thirty after con-
viction for a drug charge he had incurred several years before. He was 
later arrested for a minor crime he did not commit and from which he 
was quickly absolved. However, in this process, his drug charge—from 
1996, about a decade prior, when he was nineteen—surfaced and he 
faced deportation after twenty-three years in the country, despite no fur-
ther trouble, working full-time, and raising his two children. Though he 
did not know it at the time, Antonio’s fate had been sealed the very year 
he had initially been arrested—1996, the year the momentous Illegal 
Immigrant Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)2 was 
signed into law.
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Since the passage of IIRIRA, the rate of deportation of non-citizens, 
which includes long-term legal permanent residents such as Antonio, 
has increased over eight-fold, reaching 438,421 people in 2014 (the 
most recent year for which data is available) up from 50,924 in 1995, 
the year prior to IIRIRA3 (US Department of Homeland Security 2016, 
Table 39). In 2014, removals for criminal offences represented over 40% 
of the total: 167,740 people of the 414,481 total people deported (US 
DHS 2016, Table 41). Focusing on the Dominican Republic, in 2014 
the US deported 2,045 Dominican-born residents; 1,631—over 79%—
were due to criminal convictions (US DHS 2016, Table 41), mostly 
drug-related, like Antonio. Now living in the country of his birth, but 
not his home country, Antonio tries to make his way in what is, despite 
the reification of his birth certificate, a strange land.

In this work, I examine the deportation of long-term legal perma-
nent residents of the USA, Antonio and others like him, who were sent 
to their country of birth, the Dominican Republic, after facing con-
viction for a crime. My main objective is to demonstrate how, amid a 
structure of challenging circumstances, many deportees nevertheless 
resolve to employ transnational survival strategies, linking them back to 
their homes in the USA, yet further confounding their place of belong-
ing. In this examination, I attend to the “interface between the struc-
tural oppression and individual action” (Bourgois 1995, p. 12) with an 
approach consistent with Stephen (2007, p. 31), who strives to “weave 
together the personal histories and narratives” of her research partici-
pants with “the larger structures that affect their lives and to highlight 
their creative responses.” In particular, I examine how, by working as 
tour guides for American visitors to the island or as call centre agents for 
US businesses that have outsourced this work, deportees draw on trans-
national connections and deploy transnational survival strategies to nego-
tiate the challenges they face.

For a total of about six months from 2008–2011, I spent time with 
deportees in a variety of settings, including homes, public spaces, and 
workplaces, engaging in conversation, and conducting interviews, 
which included covering the circumstances of their work in customer 
service for US companies, and working with tourists. only one was 
female and all deportees I discuss in the present work are male. The first 
deportee I encountered, Marcos, who is discussed later, I met when a 
tour guide introduced me to him. Marcos spent a great deal of time 



9 MAKING IT AS A DEPoRTEE: TRANSNATIoNAL SURVIVAL …  171

hanging about in a busy tourist area, selling works of art. The guide 
knew Marcos worked with tourists and could maybe help me. I spoke 
to him over the course of a few days; eventually he divulged to me that 
he was a deportee. From there, I met more of the deportees I came to 
know mostly through networking. Virtually all were willing to share their 
stories with me and spend time with me as I observed their current life 
circumstances.

Dominican deportees are a diverse group coming from a wide variety 
of backgrounds and circumstances. They vary in age, how long they were 
in the USA, how long they have been in the Dominican Republic, and a 
number of other conditions. Nevertheless, they share something: They 
all have to face the economic, political, and cultural landscape of an at 
least relatively new country, negotiating their displacement. They have to 
make their lives in a new home. They have to survive.

Though leaving the USA, these deportees share something with 
immigrants who came to the USA as well. As Stephen (2007, p. 23) 
points out, in addition to the transnational experiences immigrants face, 
they also cross “ethnic, cultural, and regional borders within the USA.” 
Those deported after residing in the USA since childhood encounter this 
“transborder experience” as well—though upon arrival in their place of 
birth. Though technically immigrants, with near lifetimes in the USA, 
their transnational experience is often most noticeably encountered 
upon deportation, rather than moving to the USA as children. In addi-
tion, after long-term residence in the USA they arrive in the Dominican 
Republic culturally American and must then navigate a new cultural 
landscape in addition to the national border they have crossed. As 
Antonio observed:

I actually considered myself to be more, like, American. I was Dominican, 
but I learned how to speak real good Spanish here. And people would 
make fun of me when I came back, like, ‘oh, you talk so funny.’ I was, 
‘Yo, I don’t know what to tell you. over there all I spoke was English. I 
worked in English, I studied in English.’ I just spoke words, you know. 
And when I said a word, sometimes it came out a little messed up. Yea, I 
mean people here, they still don’t consider me to be like a Dominican. I 
think, maybe, I don’t act like them so much. Even though I’ve been here 
for so long, it’s just not me, it’s not the way I was raised. And I’m already 
thirty-three, so it’s gonna be hard for me to be going and changing and 
stuff. I am who I am, that’s it.
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Part of this new cultural landscape entails circumscribed employment 
opportunities resulting from the stigma of deportee status (Brotherton 
and Barrios 2011). With a focus on the agency of deportees and how 
they draw on knowledge and skills gained from living near-lifetimes in 
the USA, this work illuminates the other side of the deportation story, 
the transnational life ways that long-term legal permanent residents con-
victed of crimes, people such as Antonio, forge after facing deportation.

trAnsnAtionAl spAces: working in cAll centres 
for AmericAn businesses

Early during my first research trip to the Dominican Republic in 2008, 
I discovered that many deportees find employment in call centres for 
US businesses that have outsourced this work. With their fluency in 
English, which for many was more proficient than their Spanish, and 
certainly more so than Dominican Spanish specifically, along with the 
cultural sensibilities of a US upbringing, this was a job in which depor-
tees could thrive. In Santo Domingo, call centres can be found in several 
parts of the city and, as it turns out, provide opportunities for deportees 
to engage in transnational practice to earn money to survive. Though it 
does not appear that people are deported in order to provide this labour, 
undeniably, these deportees bring valuable skills with them, which is nev-
ertheless beneficial to companies with call centres abroad.

In order to examine the transnational practices entailed in this sce-
nario, in 2011, I found employment in a call centre located in Santo 
Domingo and completed a one-month training program for a US tel-
evision service provider. From attending to responsibilities as a trainee, 
I cannot reasonably estimate the number of employees who were depor-
tees, though I knew of several. Due to my position as an employee, I 
did not conduct interviews on site. My purpose was to note the trans-
national nature of the job and the interactions of employees, some who 
were deportees and some who were not. Elsewhere (see Rodkey 2016) 
I have analysed the call centre business with regard to the relationship 
between deportation and outsourced labour, drawing from this experi-
ence and interviews with agents from other call centres. In this section 
of this chapter, I elaborate on how the particular outsourced call cen-
tre where I worked engenders transnational connections, creating a space 
where deportees reconnect with their American culture to earn money to 
survive.
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“Outsourcer:” the Business Operation as American Extension

First, aspects of the business itself revealed several general transna-
tional connections. As early as the interview process, prospective agents 
encounter strong connections with the USA. In order to be hired, 
one must complete an exercise over the telephone called the Versant 
English Test, which is a product of the US publishing and testing com-
pany, Pearson. While discussing handling time zone differences across 
the USA, a trainer evoked Benjamin Franklin and his role in the incep-
tion of daylight savings time. He even quoted the Franklin aphorism, 
“Early to sleep, early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.” 
After the “Early to sleep, early to rise” part, most of the class joined 
in and finished the quotation. He continued with commentary on how 
business works and relating this to the USA with such comments as, 
“Which cupcakes sell more, Hostess or ‘what-the-fucks’?” in an effort 
to relate the importance of branding. In another example reiterating 
the effectiveness of branding, he noted that, “You are a walking bill-
board,” when donning US clothing brands Hollister and American 
Eagle.

other aspects of the business made the transnational linkages even 
clearer. Part of the training included a presentation from the Service 
Delivery Manager. This included a visual presentation with a slide asking, 
“What Type of Business Are We?” The answer: “outsourcer.” With no 
references to television service or any of the other services, the company 
provided support for, this made clear the business’ position as merely an 
extension of US business.

A Hotdog and a Coke: American Symbolism and Appearance in the 
Call Centre

Around the call centre walls were several posters of the famous image 
of Uncle Sam pointing at you. Though instead of telling you he wants 
YoU for the US Army, he was asking the agents, “What’s YoUR 
AHT?” AHT is an abbreviation for Average Handling Time, the aver-
age time an agent spends with each customer who calls in; the icon of 
American patriotism is reminding agents that AHT should be low, to 
facilitate managing high call volume. on 4 July, the door to the call cen-
tre floor donned a picture of a waving American flag; on the wall inside 
hung a larger image of a flag featuring a superimposed bald eagle. For 
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lunch, all agents received a ticket for a free hotdog and Coke in the caf-
eteria, which had been decorated with red, white, and blue balloons.

Like many places of business in the USA, the call centre allows for 
“casual Fridays,” when agents may wear jeans, shorts, t-shirts, and the 
like (as compared with the usually required dress pants and button down 
shirts for either sex, or skirts and blouses for women). The fourth of July 
in 2011 was on a Monday, and employees were allowed to dress in casual 
Friday clothes on that day and throughout the whole week in celebra-
tion of the USA’s independence. Regarding dress, there were also occa-
sional themes common in American workplaces and schools, including 
“beach week” (even in a coastal Caribbean city) when employees could 
wear sandals and shorts. Clearly, the people and business practices of the 
call centre are inextricably linked with US culture, in particular symbols 
of national pride.

“Real Football:” American Points of Reference in the Call Centre

Several additional, often more subtle reminders of the connection to 
the USA were all around, mostly centred around the comments and 
references personnel would make. For example, one of the agents spoke 
of missing the restaurant “Boston Market,” with a particular longing 
for the creamy spinach. one of the trainers reminisced on the many 
“Ray’s Pizza” locations all around New York City. Further, he empha-
sised that “real football” is American football, not what Americans 
call soccer—precisely the opposite of what most Caribbean or Latin 
American folks (and virtually everyone else around the world) would 
say. He also played American football on Sundays in an informal sort of 
league.

During lunch or dinner breaks people typically ate onsite at the caf-
eteria and socialised, mostly in English, while US news channels, usu-
ally CNN, played in the background. one of the trainers, known for his 
energy and strong sense of humour, related a story of a call in which he 
had to place a woman on a lengthy hold in effort to resolve her problem, 
which he was not able to do. When he came back, she asked him if he 
had found the problem. He said, “No, but I did just save 15% by switch-
ing to Geico,” and followed up with his usual over-the-top laughter. The 
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joke and the story of it relied on knowledge of a well-known series of 
television commercials for a major US insurance company. Moreover, 
while telling this story, in a prominent New York dialect, he was wearing 
a t-shirt with the names of famous New York City landmarks and locales 
such as Brooklyn, China Town, Manhattan, Statue of Liberty, and so on. 
References to food, sports, and general US culture abound and served 
to keep this Dominican-based place of employment closely connected to 
the US upbringing of many of those working there.

In some cases, rather insensitive comments regarding “race” and eth-
nicity surfaced in the workplace. More than one agent, when referring 
to telephone conversations with personnel in the Philippines’ office, 
recounted the conversation with mocking imitations of a stereotypical 
Filipino dialect. one agent referred to men with South Asian dialects as 
“Hindu” and even “Habib,” complete with animated impersonations. 
The same agent erroneously pronounced “Arabic” like “Air-rah-bic” 
when referring to a language option offered in a particular television-
programming package. When rebuked by another agent on the mis-
pronunciation, she replied, “Sorry, a Habib-y,” reflecting the usual 
ignorance that tends to accompany such comments in the USA.

More than one agent referred to “black” women with the general 
term, “Shaniqua.” other agents, on more than one occasion, joked 
about foods often associated with “black” people, including collard 
greens, fried chicken, and watermelon. Another agent once wrote on the 
dry-erase board “Axe ≠ Ask” as an admonishment to those who tended 
toward such linguistic constructions more typical among “black” speak-
ers. These comments regarding “racial” categories, as well as ethnic char-
acterisations, reflected such designations typical to the USA.

From innocuous references to US television advertisements to less 
savoury US racial and ethnic discourse, agents in the call centre clearly 
brought a US perspective to the place. Serving as points of reference, 
conventions drawing on US patriotism, food, sports, television, and gen-
eral culture abound in the call centre experience. These transnational 
connections allow deportees to draw from their American culture and 
facilitate generating income and promoting their survival in their new 
home.
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trAnsnAtionAl survivAl strAtegies: working 
with AmericAn tourists

While many deportees find work in call centres, many others do not, or 
at least not steadily. Without steady work, some deportees rely on remit-
tances from family members in the USA. Unfortunately, some deportees 
also add to Santo Domingo’s already substantial homeless population. 
However, many others make money to survive working with some of the 
thousands of American (and other) tourists who visit the country each 
year. I found this by spending time in the Zona Colonial, an old area of 
Santo Domingo defined by El Conde, a pedestrian mall lined with shops 
and teeming with people. Many deportees spend a great deal of time 
there socially; this area also provides opportunities for them to work, one 
way or another, in tourism. As a case study in the profound shaping pro-
cess of globalisation, the Zona Colonial is a fascinating place, bringing 
together two related eras of global conflict.

on the one hand, this region is the site of origin for economic con-
flict on a fully global scale, having been established by conquering native 
peoples not long after the orthodoxy of the Spanish Inquisition made 
its way across the Atlantic. The fact that the politics, economics, lan-
guage, religion, and general culture of this land are profoundly defined 
by this encounter is hard to forget. In the aptly named Zona Colonial, 
nearby ruins of a variety of colonial-era structures, Spanish-style archi-
tecture, narrow streets named for Catholic saints, and the first Catholic 
cathedral in the Western hemisphere reinforce this. A prominent statue 
of Christopher Columbus in a park named for him makes the point par-
ticularly clear.

on the other hand, in addition to being the site of origin for massive 
colonial expansion over five hundred years ago, this area is also home 
to the results of its contemporary legacy. All-inclusive resorts and Free 
Trade Zones for manufacturing or assembling have proliferated in the 
country, marking the current era of conflict rooted in global economic 
imbalance. Today the Dominican Republic finds itself a highly socio-eco-
nomically stratified country with certain sectors benefitting from tour-
ism and trade while many live in poverty. In the Zona Colonial, one can 
find ubiquitous tourist shops, tourists seeking entertainment, and locals 
without formal employment wandering around looking for money-mak-
ing opportunities, often begging for change and sometimes barefoot 
and in tattered clothes. Nearby, Santo Domingo’s elite can purchase a 
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Jaguar luxury car, such as the one I saw advertised for US$69,900 (the 
price was listed in US$). This contrast brightly illuminates the economic 
imbalance that defines this place in the contemporary era.

In the Zona Colonial, travellers from all around pass by for photo-
graphs with the massive Columbus statue, scarcely seen without pigeons 
atop, in Parque Colón (Columbus Park) on the east end of the pedestrian 
mall, El Conde. Visitors and locals alike occupy the tables of the restau-
rants adjacent to the park, a “Hard Rock Cafe” among them. Merchants 
selling all sorts of things approach you, especially if you appear likely to 
be a visitor, as I do. Children play and ride bikes, sex workers roam, and 
perhaps some nuns pass through. It is a fascinating place. The remnants 
of colonial expansion and the economic balance it brought about mani-
fest in the modern era of a tourist industry situated in a highly stratified 
urban centre.4

Tour guides, as well as taxi drivers, are always ready to take you away. 
Some tour guides are those trained and licenced by the country and wear 
the official blue button-up shirt and lanyard. Some are not, and many 
deportees join the numbers of the unlicenced. Embodying US culture with 
fluent English and American demeanour, deportees can draw on transna-
tionalism to earn money by working with tourists from their former home.

Serving as a tour guide may mean simply showing people the sights 
around the Zona Colonial and taking them out to eat. In other cases, 
guides serve as an assistant of sorts: running errands, arranging transpor-
tation, arranging for recreation and accommodations, and helping with 
other tasks. Moreover, in some cases, they could even be hired to drive 
or otherwise accompany tourists around the country, visiting destina-
tions in the interior or beach communities on the north, northeast, or 
southeast coasts. Still others found work at one of the all-inclusive resorts 
that have proliferated in the region.

Whatever the nature of the job at hand, Bourdieu’s notion of cultural 
capital, in the form of advantages bestowed by language skills and knowl-
edge of US cultural conventions, which is also harnessed for jobs in the 
call centre business, is put to use to get it. Regarding finding work, one 
deportee mentioned:

A few people, they think like me, like most of the people you see work-
ing, like places like Punta Cana and Bávaro and Puerto Plata. Like hotels, 
resorts—most of those people are deported. You know, they know the lan-
guage and stuff.
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In addition to deploying cultural capital, drawing again from Bourdieu, 
deportees construct social capital as well, in the form of building net-
works based on trust and reputation, to further their money-making 
opportunities in the realm of tourism. Following are accounts from five 
deportees illuminating how cultural capital is harnessed and social capital 
developed to facilitate working with American tourists, and even me, as a 
researcher.

Hernan and Frank: Making Connections in the Streets

Several deportees pulled from their American upbringing to draw them-
selves closer to those they would work with, including me. For example, 
Hernan was a deportee I occasionally ran into who had moved to New 
York City at age five and faced deportation at age fourty-one after incur-
ring a number of misdemeanors related to gang-activity. He had been 
in the country for about five years when I met him at age fourty-six in 
2008. He had no children and, unfortunately, no family support in the 
Dominican Republic or coming from the USA. Hernan was amiable and 
generally good spirited, though a little bedraggled from wandering the 
streets of the Zona Colonial.

In the few conversations we had, he repeatedly spoke of the New 
York of his teen years in the 1970s, including the infamous blackout, 
the accompanying severe heatwave, and the string of murders by David 
Berkowitz, better known as the “Son of Sam.” References to this era 
continued as he also pointed out multiple times his perceived likeness to 
the actor Al Pacino, adding impressions from some of his career-defining 
early films. I did not find his likeness particularly strong, though I defi-
nitely could see how it would have been stronger in healthier days. The 
impressions were not poor in quality though. Most importantly, they 
connected Hernan and me culturally and contributed to our rapport.

Frank was another deportee I met making his way in the streets. Frank 
told me he left the Dominican Republic at age seven with missionaries 
who had adopted him and lived in New Jersey until facing deportation 
just two weeks prior, in 2008, at age thirty-two. Just as Hernan above, 
Frank had no family support as he made his way as a deportee. He was 
a little difficult to talk to and nodded off here and there during conver-
sation; I was not able to get a clear answer for why he was deported. I 
first met Frank in the Zona Colonial when he called out to me, “Hey, 
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American!” and indicated that he, too, had lived in the USA. When I 
asked him why he thought I was an American he told me he could tell 
by the way I was walking. He then impersonated me, pointing out the 
evident confidence he feels Americans display when walking as compared 
with his account of Europeans, whom he also impersonated, though 
rather unflatteringly from my point of view. This was likely the point—to 
essentially compliment me and situate him with me culturally. If so, he 
was successful.

Being culturally American can indeed provide these helpful connec-
tions. I once saw Frank sitting outside a colmado (which are ubiquitous 
small open-air groceries that typically have plastic tables and chairs out 
front) eating a meal from a disposable container. He told me a “gay 
black American” had just bought him some food. However, being cul-
turally American—and marked as a deportee—can also bring about prob-
lems. Frank added that the previous night, security guards had beaten 
him up for sleeping where he was not allowed. Nevertheless, both 
Hernan and Frank drew on their American upbringing to situate them-
selves with me culturally. In doing so, both were able to obtain money 
from me for food to survive in the streets as we developed our relation-
ships—relationships built on American cultural connections.

Arturo: Cultural Capital as Blessing and Curse

Arturo’s experiences build on the double-edged sword of how being cul-
turally American can both help and hurt. Arturo had moved to the USA 
at age two and was deported in 2000 at age twenty-six. Arturo spoke 
in a particularly strong New York City dialect and referred to El Conde 
with an American-English accent: “The Cahn-dee.” He left behind a 
son, who was about one year old, when he went to prison for five years 
for engaging in a “shootout.” This gun-fight took place with his sister’s 
husband (who also survived); Arturo was estranged from his family and 
received no support from them, though occasionally stayed with a grand-
mother who lived about one hundred miles from Santo Domingo. He 
then faced deportation, which was just over ten years before I met him 
in 2010. In the Dominican Republic, Arturo had worked in call cen-
tres here and there, but mostly roamed the Zona Colonial looking for 
opportunities to “hustle,” as he put it. He often had no place to stay. 
Sometimes he rented a room if he could.
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Antonio, whose story opened this chapter and who himself was doing 
relatively well financially with his call centre job; spoke to the problems 
with surviving he had observed among several deportees:

It’s kind of bad, because bringing all those people over here, you know, 
there’s a lot of people that they don’t find jobs. Maybe they didn’t learn 
nothing over there; they come back with nothing, and to go nowhere.

Arturo spoke directly to these issues as well, explaining his personal expe-
riences regarding getting along with local Dominicans and authorities 
and finding work with local business owners:

They don’t let us work out here, try to do our thing out here, you know. 
Basically, they don’t let us live right down here, man. They treat us wrong. 
You know, and we come down here, we don’t get no jobs, they don’t let 
us have no jobs. We got that deportation stuff on us, so we can’t get no 
jobs out here. Everybody treats us different. We get locked up every day 
when we’re walking around on the street. They see me every day walking 
around with a tattoo, ‘oh, he’s a deportee, let’s lock him up. ‘Cause he 
got thrown out of the United States or something,’ or whatever.

When asked, “You get locked up almost every day?” Arturo replied:

Yea, raids. Watch, you’ll see; oh man, listen, you don’t know man. I just 
came out the day before yesterday.

In response to the question: “How long were you in?” Arturo replied:

Na, they just take us in for the night. Yea, I might be walking down here 
on the, strolling or whatever, trying to hustle or whatever, and they’re like, 
‘oh, look at the deportee. Grab him up.’ Sometimes I don’t even make 
my motel room and I just walk around, I stay in the parks, like the Parque 
Duarte, and sit down in the park with all the guys there, we listen to music 
or whatever until whatever time they leave. Sometimes I just nod on the 
bench. Sometimes I sit in the pothole [a broken out spot in the concrete], 
in the cafeteria in the front. I sit there and I just go to sleep, whatever, you 
know. That’s how I do, yea. Stuff like that, man. It’s this country, man. 
They send us back here, man, it’s just like, we don’t got nothing else to 
do. You don’t know how it feels, man, to get kicked out of your, a coun-
try. Let’s say you’re American, right, let’s send him to China.
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Arturo’s accounts of targeted harassment of deportees in Santo 
Domingo are consistent with accounts in Brotherton and Barrios 
(2011), who point to sweeps and investigations based largely on hear-
say. In an interview, the Director of the Department for Deportees even 
admitted, “Whenever there is a crime in an area where we have depor-
tees, we begin interrogating them. This is already a matter of police pro-
cedure” (Brotherton and Barrios 2011, p. 204).5 Regarding working as 
an unlicenced tour guide, Arturo told me that the licenced tour guides 
get jealous because people like him speak English so well, they steal busi-
ness from the licenced guides. He told me some planted drugs on him, 
for which he did a year of jail time. The cedula, or Dominican ID card, 
does not indicate deportee status; deportees such as Arturo who face 
this harassment are apparently identified by cultural indicators such as 
demeanour, clothing, and, of course, language.

In addition to confrontation with law enforcement, the stigma of 
deportee status can further complicate the experience of deportees with 
local citizens as well. Indeed, Golash-Boza (2014) has identified such 
stigma as among the five most common experiences that deportees share. 
A local man I knew remarked overhearing a bus driver comment, “No, 
these deportees, they’re coming over here, taking jobs.” Another man I 
knew, upon learning of my research, said directly to me, “They just come 
here and make crimes.” A woman I met and spoke with in the Zona 
Colonial, again, upon learning of my research, elaborated a bit more: 
“We’re concerned about it because they come here to be criminals, drug 
dealers. If you check Dominican newspapers, we follow the deported 
issues.” Such stories were easy to find, as articles regarding deportation 
were published weekly in the pages of major Dominican newspapers 
(Brotherton and Barrios 2011). Coutin (2007) reported the same for 
the high number of deportees taken to El Salvador as well.

As Arturo’s case demonstrates, proficiency in English, though a valu-
able skill for generating income, marks many deportees to the police as 
potential “drug sellers and violent gangsters” bringing back deviance from 
the US streets (Brotherton and Barrios 2011, p. 207). Even Dominican 
return migrants who are not deportees can be seen as “venal agents of 
‘transculturation’ bringing foreign customs, language, and habits into the 
national body” (Derby 1998, p. 476). In other words, transnational con-
nections to the USA can hurt at least as much as they help. Nevertheless, 
such US connections serve as the basis for livelihood, favourable or unfa-
vourable, as Arturo and others make their way as deportees.
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Julio and Marcos: Cultural Connections and Tourist Vice

Some of the services for tourists deportees provide are of a more pro-
vocative nature and could generate semi-regular income. In the area, 
female sex workers, and men who can take one to female sex work-
ers, wander around. one day, I bumped into a deportee I knew, Julio, 
who was one of many men in the area who could set one up with local 
women.

Julio had moved to Ft. Lauderdale, Florida when he was five and at 
twenty-four, almost three years prior to my meeting him at age twenty-
seven in 2008; he was deported after facing drug charges. He had two 
daughters, ages thirteen and ten; he was only fourteen years older than 
his eldest daughter was, both were back in Ft. Lauderdale, and he had 
minimal contact with his family there. When I saw him, he said he could 
not talk. He told me, “I got some business going on.” Not long after, 
I saw him walk by with a man who almost definitely was American and 
a Dominican woman who almost definitely was a sex worker.6 Julio 
engaged men touring the area in conversation on a regular basis; his 
American cultural connections facilitated building rapport and, ulti-
mately, arranging sexual liaisons for American tourists.

Marcos, who I knew much better than Julio, had the steadiest flow 
of regular clients of anyone I knew engaging in this arrangement for US 
tourists and women. Beginning in the early 1970s as a teenager, and 
more prominently throughout the early and mid-1980s, Marcos engaged 
in many sorts of illegal enterprise, including dealing drugs and guns, 
culminating at the dawn of the crack cocaine era when he was arrested 
in a sting. He had moved from the Dominican Republic to New York 
with his family at age six. At about age thirty, the father of five, including 
newborn twins, began serving an approximately sixteen year prison term 
at a series of prisons around the USA. Upon his release, which had been 
about five years prior to my meeting him in 2008, Marcos was deported. 
He had occasional contact with his children, but provided for himself 
financially by selling works of art by local, often Haitian, artists to tour-
ists—and helping tourists in other ways as well.

on a particular occasion when I was spending time with him, he 
began working as an interpreter and guide for two men on a Tuesday 
and said he would probably be working with them through Sunday. 
on another day, I met a couple of people probably in their late forties 
or early fifties visiting from Philadelphia, Fred and Philip. Marcos had 
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helped Fred previously with women he had met through the website 
Latin Euro, a popular resource site for American, and other, men to 
get in contact with foreign, to them, women. Both Fred and Philip are 
parole officers. Marcos referred to other men he assisted as “agents” and 
“marshals” and pointed out that various members of US law enforce-
ment were frequent visitors to the country for such indulgences. As it 
turns out, Marcos somewhat specialised in assisting members of US law 
enforcement.

one federal agent, based in Atlanta, called Marcos every day. When I 
asked, “You mean, literally every day,” right then, the man called; I sup-
pose the odds of that occurring were not so bad. The conversations were 
not long. He usually checked on how things were going. The intervals 
between actually being there to speak to him in person were not long 
either—he, along with various friends, visited Santo Domingo once per 
month. Marcos would help him with accommodations and translating. 
He told me this sometimes entailed waiting in a car for hours while the 
men were away. The “street smarts” Marcos had developed over the 
course of his US residence allowed him to connect with these American 
men and build their trust. These relationships provided Marcos with 
additional income to aid his survival.

concluding: “home?”
Deportation is a growing phenomenon that, in turn, can continue the 
immigration process for those who began it as children, and is increas-
ingly shaping the site of return as well, building what (Kanstroom 2012, 
p. 8) refers to as an “unplanned diaspora” made up of former American 
residents forming in countries where deportees are sent. For legal per-
manent residents of the USA deported after long-term residence since 
childhood, rather than a personal choice or even an unwanted choice 
conditioned by circumstance, this return is forced. Indeed, following 
deportation, drawing on US experience, deportees engage in a process of 
“forced transnationalism” (Golash-Boza 2014, p. 63).

As deportees deal with living in a new place where they have been 
forced to live, they also tend toward employment opportunities that 
draw on their skills cultivated by a US upbringing, linking them back 
to the USA in an economic, political, and, indeed, cultural relationship. 
Working for a company contracted with a US business or with American 
tourists provides transnational linkages that keep alive and put to use 
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their US upbringing. In this process, deportees exercise their agency 
and improve their financial opportunities. Those working in call centres 
and with tourists find scenarios in which their US cultural capital pro-
vides an advantage they can use to earn money and even build a career. 
Furthermore, many deportees of the Zona Colonial draw on their trans-
national connections and build social capital as well generate income 
and, ultimately, to survive.

This, nevertheless, also complicates their lives by widening their 
“peripheral vision,” providing “frequent reminders that one’s situation 
is unstable in comparison to those on the other side,” a condition more 
common among those whose “daily lives are influenced by globalisation” 
(Zavella 2011, p. 8). They can “see” elements of the life they used to 
have and develop a transnational subjectivity that Zavella (2011, p. 9) 
characterises as feeling “that one is neither from here nor from there, 
not at home anywhere.” Though relying on transnational strategies in 
this scenario, an inherent emotional conundrum emerges; the deportees 
rely on these strategies to survive, yet, simultaneously, the strategies are a 
constant reminder of the alienation and exclusion they face (Golash-Boza 
2014).

These deportees neither settled in the USA by choice, nor returned 
to their country of birth by choice. Nevertheless, within these structural 
conditions they assert their agency and even draw on these structural 
conditions to provide for themselves. However, these processes play out 
on a field of imposed structural conditions profoundly shaping how they 
construct “home.” Adapting Menjívar’s (2006) notion of “liminal legal-
ity” regarding those living between the legal categories of documented 
and undocumented, these deportees, though legal permanent residents 
nevertheless lived in a rather extended liminal position. Their deporta-
tion clearly demonstrates that their legal status was tenuous. For those 
deported, the process they go through shows them they are owned, 
in a sense, by legal constructs. Furthermore, regarding identity, they 
are removed because they legally belong to another country; yet when 
they arrive in that other country; they are often seen as from the USA 
(Coutin 2007).

Deportees indeed are agents of economic, political, and cultural 
change linking their new home with their old. Yet, in providing for 
themselves, they also create an even more conflicted notion of “home” 
than the one imposed upon them by both immigration and deportation. 
While immigration took them from their place of birth, deportation took 
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them from their place of belonging. Under such circumstances, where is 
“home?”

notes

1.  All names are pseudonyms.
2.  Since IIRIRA, any non-citizen, regardless of legal permanent resident sta-

tus or long-term residence faces mandatory deportation if convicted of 
a crime that carries at least a one-year sentence. These crimes, known as 
“aggravated felonies” for non-citizens, include misdemeanors for citizens. 
See Morawetz (2000) for an analysis of the ramifications of IIRIRA.

3.  These are “removals,” which the Department of Homeland Security dis-
tinguishes from “returns.” Returns are deportations not based on an order 
of removal, such as apprehending people crossing a border. For many 
years, going back to the late 1970s, this number was near or over one mil-
lion, higher by several hundred thousand than the number of removals. 
After mostly steady growth throughout the 1980s and 1990s, in 2001 the 
number began to drop and within a few years began to drop considerably, 
nearing the number of removals. Finally, in 2011, the number of returns 
(those apprehended and sent back) fell below the number of removals 
(those formally deported) for the first time since 1941 and has remained 
lower. In 2014, the number was 162,814 or only 39% of the number of 
removals at 414,481 (US DHS 2016, Table 39). Though a relatively new 
trend, far more people are formally deported (“removed”) than appre-
hended and sent back (“returned”).

4.  See Gregory (2007) for an ethnographic analysis of globalisation, includ-
ing tourism, in the Dominican Republic.

5.  Siulc (2009), in an unpublished dissertation, discusses in more detail the 
role of police and local Dominicans in shaping the experience of living as a 
Dominican deportee and what this means for criminalisation.

6.  See Brennan (2004) for a detailed account of the sex tourism boom in the 
Dominican Republic.
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CHAPTER 10

Post-Deportation Movements: Forms 
and Conditions of the Struggle Amongst 

Self-organising Expelled Migrants  
in Mali and Togo

Clara Lecadet

In Sokodé in 2008, Togolese migrants were looking for a name for their 
association. Their initiative was unprecedented in that country. It aimed to 
unite migrants in the central region of Togo, mainly those expelled from 
Germany, and to organise self-help. The budding association was supported 
from outside the country by Die Karawane für die Rechte der Flüchtlinge 
und Migrantinnen, a German network that was very active in the strug-
gles of undocumented migrants. While surfing the Internet looking for a 
name, Razak Aboubacar, the founder and coordinator of the association, 
came by chance upon the site of the Association Malienne des Expulsés [the 
Malian Association of Expelled Migrants] (AME). He had not known of 
its existence, but he felt drawn to this association, created in Bamako in 
1996 by ousmane Diarra, a Malian shopkeeper expelled from Angola, who 
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had wanted to create solidarity amongst all expelled migrants in spite of 
their differences and their sometimes-diverse situations. Aboubacar thought 
that the same thing was needed in Togo, and so his budding association 
was named, following the example of its Malian brother, the Association 
Togolaise des Expulsés [the Togolese Association of Expelled Migrants] 
(ATE); it was to be apolitical and with the aims of offering assistance to 
migrants and defending their rights (Basaran and Eberl 2009).

The link between these two associations is not merely anecdotal: 
while their connection seems initially to have been accidental, it in fact 
revealed a phenomenon common to expelled migrant organisations 
in several West African and Central African countries. In Mali, many 
expelled migrants associations have started up since the creation of 
the AME in 1996; amongst the most important are the Association des 
Refoulés d’Afrique Centrale au Mali (ARACEM), which aims to organise 
migrants from Central African countries expelled from Algeria to Mali, 
and the Association Retour Travail et Dignité (ARTD), created follow-
ing the events in Ceuta and Melilla in 2006. In Benin, there has been, 
since 2009, the Association des Béninois revenus de la France pour l’auto-
emploi (ABRF), an association aimed at supporting immigrants returning 
under the voluntary return process that was part of the setting up of an 
agricultural project. In Yaoundé in Cameroon, Welcome Back Cameroon 
was founded in 2006 and the Association des Rapatriés et de Lutte contre 
l’Emigration Clandestine du Cameroun (ARECC) in 2008.

In Sokodé, the creation of ATE had an immediately contagious effect, 
for shortly afterwards, another association with similar aims and objec-
tives was formed, named the Union des Jeunes Rapatriés Togolais [Union 
of Young Repatriated Togolese]. The reciprocity between these associa-
tions was acknowledged: ATE saw itself as the brother association of AME, 
which it judged to be the pioneer in this kind of action and whose experi-
ence was a source of inspiration for its members, and the Union des Jeunes 
Rapatriés Togolais, having been inspired by the creation of ATE, consid-
ered itself to be its offspring. In 2010, two members of AME, Mahamadou 
Keita and Alassane Dicko, went to Sokodé to advise the young Togolese 
association. This throng of attendant initiatives, often linked, but also 
sometimes wholly ignorant of each other, seems to suggest the emergence 
and construction of a specific movement of expelled migrants in Africa. It 
sheds new light on the post-expulsion period. While the process of expel-
ling undocumented foreigners is synonymous with invisibility for those 
affected by it, the creation of associations and the launch of movements 
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within Africa by self-organising expelled migrants seem to mark the transi-
tion of these migrants from absence to their emergence as political subjects.

This chapter thus aims to show the existence of various forms of 
gatherings and mobilisation that occur after expulsion amongst self-
organising expelled migrants. Policies on the expulsion of undocu-
mented foreigners have led to studies on the measures for their detention 
and their return to the country from which they came (Fischer 2013; 
Makaremi 2007), but the impact of these measures in their countries of 
origin, or in the countries through which they travel, remains difficult to 
evaluate. The post-expulsion experience, an unexplored field which has 
only recently been defined (Peutz 2006), has been seen in relation to 
the social stigma attached to migrants on their return, leading to repris-
als (Fekete 2006), together with social marginalisation and/or crimi-
nalisation (Drotbohm 2012; Kanstroom 2012). However, few studies 
concentrate on the forms of collective reorganisation, which occur after 
expulsion (Brachet 2009). The agency of migrants following expul-
sion has social and political consequences. The social dimension of this 
agency lies in the kinds of reception and solidarity created by expellees in 
an attempt to reduce the often dramatic effects of their expulsion. The 
political dimension can be found in the kinds of protest against migra-
tion policies that emerge after expulsion. The chapter aims to understand 
the symbolic dimension of this move to collective action by expelled 
migrants, as well as the conditions for the spread of such mobilisation 
depending on national context, starting from the cases of Mali and 
Togo. It is based on investigations carried out between 2007 and 2016 
amongst associations created by expelled migrants in Mali and Togo in 
relation to the kinds of reception organised by and for migrants, social 
and legal action and also movements led by these associations.

The emergence of the associative movement created by expellees in 
several African countries demonstrates the need for an alliance felt by 
migrants faced with the harsh realities of European migration policy 
as well as with the regular expulsion practices within the continent of 
Africa. The formation of associations seems to be the minimum to which 
expelled migrants can lay claim in order to begin a debate on the political 
questions raised by expulsion and to try to find concrete solutions to the 
consequences of expulsion on the life of each individual. It is difficult, 
however, to see it as a unified movement. While these associations seem 
to be part of the increased visibility of the figure of the expelled migrant 
in Africa and of issues in the struggle against expulsion as put forward 
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by AME from the 1990s onwards, they also weave a complex web that 
leads directly to the issue of collective action, and the ways in which 
this can or cannot take place in the public arena. While the democra-
tisation taking place in Mali from 1991 seems to have been a context 
favourable to the emergence of the most marginalised groups in society 
on the political and social scene, and to the development of mobilisation 
around the issue of their lack of representation, the failure of the transi-
tion to democracy in Togo in the same period seems, on the other hand, 
to have stifled public protest. The spreading, or the failure to spread, of 
the expelled migrants’ voice and the difficulties involved in this, reveal 
both the nature of political power, the degree of organisation involved in 
civic life, and also the kinds of grouping and expression accepted within 
a country. The very position of collectivised expelled migrants trying to 
find a place and to (re)create a space of their own in their country of ori-
gin or in the country to which they have been expelled, exemplifies that 
tension between the subject and the state about which Foucault (1994) 
wrote when describing new kinds of opposition to the state. Is associa-
tive action in this sense in itself a political act, through which a group 
asserts itself in the face of strong rejection by the state, and do these 
activities inevitably become a form of protest? Can these associations 
become a unified movement despite the disparate socio-political contexts 
to which they belong?

re-entering politics After expulsion: the AssociAtion 
MAlienne Des expulsés [mAliAn expelled migrAnts’ 

AssociAtion], A pioneering initiAtive

The political significance of the expulsion of foreigners1 is generally 
looked at from the point of view of the countries in which expulsion is 
decided upon, institutionalised, and finally put into action (Kanstroom 
2010; Ngai 2005; Noiriel 1991). The social and political reorganisa-
tion brought about by deportations in migrants’ countries of origin or 
of transit, where over the last fifteen years or so, in different West and 
Central African countries, former expelled migrants have come together 
to organise reception and aid as well as to protest against the hardening 
of migration policies, or to raise awareness amongst young people of the 
dangers of this adventure,2 seems still to be a neglected field.



10 PoST-DEPoRTATIoN MoVEMENTS: FoRMS AND CoNDITIoNS …  191

While enforcing countries see the expulsion of foreigners as a sus-
pension of the prerogatives of politics, the gathering of some expelled 
migrants into associations demonstrates a degree of politicisation dur-
ing and after the experience of expulsion. “Expelled migrants,” as they 
call themselves as they move to collective action, thus emerge as political 
subjects and agents in their countries of origin and transit,3 capable of 
calling into question the measures to which they are subjected by states, 
and also of making demands in their country of origin, notably in rela-
tion to their protection abroad from the humiliation and the brutality 
of the expulsion process, for the recovery of property lost or confiscated 
during expulsion, and for the respect of the rights of migrants in the face 
of the brutality inherent to the expulsion process (Gary-Tounkara 2013).

This move to collective action takes strength from its name. The name 
of the Association Togolaise des Expulsés is inspired by its Malian homo-
nym. The process of self-designation underlying the existence of these 
associations is what gives shape and existence to expelled migrants on 
the public stage. The generic use of the term “expelled migrants,” which 
is a clear, performative statement (Austin 1970), is not merely a way of 
presenting their collective existence, it also signals a political positioning. 
Those who have been affected by these measures anchor the legitimacy 
of their self-designation and their association in a re-appropriation of 
the expulsion experience. For them it is a way of stepping outside the 
traditional framework of mediation and political representation in order 
to state their existence as a political entity. This positioning and these 
struggles transform political constraint and exclusion by the state into a 
source of protest and enable a new collective identity to emerge and to 
be formulated (De Certeau 2008; Von Busekist 2008). The choice of 
name thus becomes also a way of choosing their struggle. It is, further-
more, important to consider the meaning of this self-designation, which 
echoes the analyses by Frantz Fanon (1952, 1961) of the way in which 
colonised populations internalised the categories used to subject them, 
and identified themselves with these categories and subordinate posi-
tions. The expelled migrants’ need to find a name for themselves thus 
raises issues relating to the establishment of a collective identity, linked to 
the need for the recognition of an experience that was politically denied. 
Is the re-appropriation of the term used to reject them a doubling of 
their alienation, or is the term “Expellee,” which subjectivises the limited 
relationship of the expelled individual to politics, an issue in the strug-
gle and therefore a necessary stage in the emancipation movement? How 
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do expelled migrants manage at the same time to define a gap, a hiatus 
between states, and to reaffirm on the political stage their non-existence 
as political subjects?

The shift brought about by collective action from the absent, almost 
shameful figure of the expelled migrant to the actor capable of taking 
part in public debate, is due to the pioneering action of AME (Lecadet 
2015, 2016). The creation of AME in 1996, armed with the collective 
name of those who incarnated in a radical way expulsion outside the 
country, also, and perhaps above all, aimed to organise reception centres, 
to find temporary accommodation, to ensure medical aid, and to help to 
protect the rights of those who, in the main, arrived with nothing and 
without support (Dünnwald 2010). This initiative was explicitly related 
to the Sans-papiers protest movement, which was taking place in France 
at the same period, and which reached its peak with the expulsion from 
the Saint-Bernard church (Blin 2005; Cissé 1999; Diop 1997). AME 
benefitted from the support of the media and of several parties from the 
Malian left wing, as well as from an African and European network of 
associations and NGos. The establishment, shortly after its creation, of 
a much politicised support group helped to legitimise its existence in 
Malian public life. Everyday action, in the form of reception and aid cen-
tres, was accompanied by political protest, which was not only spread but 
also inspired, fed, and supported by the slogans of European networks 
opposed to the intensification of methods for the expulsion of undocu-
mented migrants. African social forums, public debate days organised 
annually by AME since 2007, workshops on the question of human 
rights in Africa, and the Internet have all played their part in creating this 
critique and spreading it outside Mali. All of these have contributed to 
giving AME a wider voice, but mobilisation has mostly taken place within 
Mali (Lecadet 2012). This mobilisation took on momentum when, in 
2008–2009, AME and FoRAM4 led a campaign against the signing of 
readmission agreements between France and Mali (Soukouna 2011); 
they consisted of readmission clauses governing foreign sans-papiers, 
which were included in economic partnerships related to development 
aid policy, and which aimed to facilitate the issuing by Malian consulates 
abroad of the passes that were needed for the expulsion of Malian nation-
als (Tounkara 2013). Many such partnerships have been signed between 
countries, but nowhere has protest against the migration clauses been so 
outspoken. This protest had a significant impact, weighed in favour of 
the Malian government’s refusal to sign these agreements the following 
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year, and helped to legitimise AME’s status in political activism and dia-
logue. In 2011, the association was consulted over the elaboration of a 
National Migration Policy (PNM) by the Malian government.5

The Malian movements, the public and highly mediatised nature of 
which increased the visibility of expelled migrants in the public arena and 
transformed the taboo of expulsion into a fully political issue, were rein-
forced by a two-fold critique of the state, stigmatising repressive immi-
gration policies while also denouncing the abandonment of, and absence 
of, state protection for its expelled citizens. The spread of this critique of 
the state upheld by AME was helped by Mali’s transition to democracy 
in 1991 and by the liberalisation of the media in this period (Daum and 
Le Guay 2005). Acceptance of AME by the Malian state as a legitimate 
actor in public life is explained by the more general recognition of the 
contribution made by migrants to national history and also of the ordeals 
they had experienced.

the orgAnisAtion of expelled migrAnts in togo, An 
uninterrupted history of politicAl militAncy

The conditions for the existence of such movements, against a back-
ground of agreement- disagreement with the state, did not exist in Togo, 
where expelled migrants were primarily seen by the Eyadéma’s dictator-
ship as people having fled the regime and hence as political opponents, 
and where even the recognition of migration as contributing to the 
development of the country was not a political issue. In Sokodé, Togo, 
where ATE was formed in 2008, the mobilisation of expelled migrants 
is linked to a history of political militancy that goes back to opposi-
tion to the power of President Eyadéma, set up in 1990. A Conférence 
nationale souveraine [national conference], held in July 1991, brought 
about a liberalisation, unprecedented in political life, which immedi-
ately turned into the creation of associations, trade unions, and politi-
cal groupings opposed to the one-party regime. The national conference 
failed, however, to launch the hoped-for transition to democracy or to 
consolidate the foundations of civil society (Iwata 2000). The repres-
sion that followed this liberal outburst was all the more vicious. It was in 
this context that most of those who are today involved with ATE chose 
political militancy, becoming active opponents of the governing regime. 
Understanding the genesis of ATE and the narrow margin of manoeuvre 
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at the association’s disposal in Togolese public life involves looking at 
three factors:

• The departure of political opponents in the 1990s.
• The role of the diaspora in opposing Eyadéma’s political regime.
• Expelled migrants’ fear of returning, some having taken up political 

militancy again, while others stopped all political activity for fear of 
reprisals.

In Togo, expulsion was a counterbalance to the migration of many of the 
inhabitants of Sokodé and its surrounding area to Germany and other 
neighbouring countries in the early 1990s. The second largest city in 
the country, situated in the centre of Togo in the Tchaoundjo region, 
Sokodé is mainly Muslim in an essentially Catholic country, and is seen 
as the main centre of opposition to the regime. Under Eyadéma’s dicta-
torship, that lasted until 2005, only to be replaced by his son who then 
took power after highly contested elections, the reasons that led many 
people to leave were both economic and political. The fear of arbitrary 
arrest and unexplained murders made some choose exile while oth-
ers were simply looking for a better life. In the early 1990s, many of 
ATE’s members were involved in trade unions, associations, and oppo-
sition political parties such as the Union des Forces pour le Changement 
[Union of Forces for Change] (UFC),6 the Comité d’Action pour le 
Renouveau [Action Committee for Revival] (CAR),7 the Parti des 
Démocrates pour le Renouveau [Democratic Party for Revival] (PDR), 
the Union Syndicale des Chauffeurs routiers au Togo [Trade Unions of 
Drivers in Togo] (USYNDICTo),8 or the Association Togolaise de Lutte 
contre la Manipulation des Consciences [Togolese Association against the 
Manipulation of Conscience] (ATLMAC), created in 1990 to denounce 
all forms of intimidation and blackmail by the dictatorship. After the 
failure of the transition to democracy in 1991, many fled to escape the 
reprisals against those who represented a threat to the regime.

This exodus did not silence protest. The political opposition contin-
ued its work, not only within the country, even though militants felt let 
down by successive rallying calls from the leaders of parties opposing 
the ruling power, but also abroad. Thus, the Togolese diaspora, nota-
bly through the Diaspora togolaise pour la démocratie et le développement 
[Togolese Diaspora for Democracy and Development] (DIASToDE), 
played an active role in maintaining opposition. In France and Germany, 
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a group of Togolese in exile demonstrated their anger at official visits by 
the President of Togo.9 Associations representing the diaspora such as 
Tchaoundjo Renaissance in Germany, or the Collectif pour la démocratie 
au Togo [Collective for Democracy in Togo] in Canada, also took part 
in criticising the regime, which became highly suspicious of nationals 
abroad. The high tension between Eyadéma’s regime and the Togolese 
diaspora explains the particular fear felt by those liable to expulsion 
from their country of exile, as well as the interrogations and harsh treat-
ment meted out to expelled migrants on their arrival. on their return to 
Togo, they were confronted by the harassment, corruption, and arbitrary 
actions, which had made them leave the country.

on arrival at Lomé airport a large number of expelled migrants who 
were sent back in the 1990s were placed under arrest, interrogated, and 
thrown into prison for terms of up to 6 months or a year. only those 
who still had some money were able to negotiate unofficial “bail” that 
allowed them to go free, or could use their connections. In the ATE, 
those who were expelled towards the end of the 1990s spoke of the 
harshness of conditions for expelled migrants on their return. Razak 
Aboubacar, the president of the ATE, explains that: “The former presi-
dent was in power, things were very hard. If you arrived at the airport 
with no protection, they sent you straight to prison.”10 Being expelled 
meant being immediately classed as a political opponent, he continues: 
“It wasn’t easy to express yourself, because if you said that you were an 
expelled migrant, people knew your position. You were against the ruling 
political power.” Expelled migrants, whether they were pushed to leave 
Togo for economic or political reasons, were wary of institutions, he 
adds: “People were even afraid to approach any state services.” Expulsion 
led to many personal dramas, he continues: “The lives of expelled 
migrants became really difficult. Some separated, some went mad […] 
Some just couldn’t take it.”

The freedom to associate with one another, or to set out their 
claims, was denied by political authorities because of the very fact that 
they had left. Labelled as political opponents, they were almost totally 
denied freedom of expression. While some gave up all militant activity 
on their return and refused to belong to ATE, others continued to fight 
in opposition parties such as the Alliance Nationale pour le Changement 
[National Alliance for Change] (ANC), which hoped for a change-
over in political power and played a major role in the opposition move-
ment organised by the Collectif Sauvons le Togo [Save Togo Collective] 
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before the general election of october 2012. opponents of the regime, 
expelled migrants who had again become opponents after their return to 
Togo; the backgrounds of the most politicised members of ATE illustrate 
the most critical forms of relationship to the state, between opposition 
and undesirability.

The creation of an expelled migrants’ association in the Togolese con-
text cannot therefore be reduced to a simple response to the hardening 
of migration policies by Europe. It is one of the consequences of the 
political situation within the country, which pushed numerous Togolese 
into exile and then imposed on them a return to the very country they 
had left. The case of Togolese refugees in Benin forced to return to 
Togo, and the fact that some of them became members of ATE, shows 
that the idea of an association of expellees and a collective identifica-
tion with the situation of expelled migrants cannot be reduced simply 
to migration constraints applied by Western countries, but rather brings 
together complex, heterogeneous situations linked to conflicts and politi-
cal disturbances within Africa. The place that the members of ATE are 
trying to create for themselves is a limited one because of the vice-like 
grip that restricts mobilisation.

deportees’ movements And the differences  
of politicAl regime

Mobilisations initiated by expelled migrants’ associations take on a dif-
ferent meaning and form according to each national context. They adapt 
to the possibilities for public expression and collective action allowed 
by each political regime. The choice of issues raised during meetings 
of these associations, the capacity for formulating a political critique of 
states, are telling of the very nature of their political environment. The 
fact that the issue of the “voiceless” became important in the process 
of democratisation in Mali (Camara 2005; Perret 2005), with the crea-
tion of the newspaper Les Echos, in 1989, by the historian and politician 
Alpha oumar Konaré and of Radio Kayira, in 1992, by members of the 
opposition party Solidarité africaine pour la démocratie et l’indépendance 
[African solidarity for democracy and independence] (SADI), such as 
Cheick oumar Sissoko and oumar Mariko, dedicated to the “voice-
less” (“sans voix”), was one of the factors that contributed to the emer-
gence of a protest among expellees in Mali. No such public expression 
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by minorities or oppressed population existed in Togo and this directly 
influenced the statements of ATE. If the expression of a political dis-
sensus was authorised by the existence of democratic debate in Mali, 
the repression of forms of public mobilisation in Togo pushed ATE to 
consensual topics of discussion. In public pronouncements, ATE tried, 
therefore, to raise the issue of the representation of the Togolese dias-
pora rather than, in this very sensitive context, focusing attention on the 
expelled migrants alone. In order to induce the government to begin 
taking the situation of expelled migrants into account, ATE chose to 
state the need to make immigration a theme for public debate and to 
make the existence of Togolese nationals abroad more visible. It was not 
until 2010 that Togolese abroad were represented within the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, probably under the influence of the African Union, 
which committed African countries to setting up representative authori-
ties and associations for their diasporas (Likibi 2010).11 Indeed, for sev-
eral years now there has been a progressive move towards considering 
diasporas by the Togolese government other than as a recalcitrant group 
to be distrusted. At a workshop on migration issues organised in Lomé, 
in April 2012, by Attac Togo and the Visions Solidaires association, the 
coordinator of ATE, who was meeting the Ministers of the Interior, 
Foreign Affairs, and Tourism for the first time in an official capacity, 
committed them to further the institutionalisation of the diaspora by cre-
ating a ministerial post dedicated to Togolese abroad.

Turning the expelled migrant from being seen as a potential enemy 
of the regime into a national citizen needing the protection of the state 
was all the more difficult since the Togolese government had always sub-
scribed to the sovereignty of receiving countries as regards their policies 
and practices in relation to Togolese nationals. ATE’s place remained 
in doubt for a long time, as is demonstrated by the fact that the major 
issue of obtaining recognition was not achieved by ATE or the Union des 
Jeunes Rapatriés Togolais [Union of Young Repatriated Togolese] until 
2014, which left these new associations in legal limbo for several years. 
They were not clandestine organisations: every meeting, every appear-
ance in the media, had to be authorised by the city mayor and be given 
the go-ahead by the Prefect, but their existence was discrete and they 
were careful when raising issues publicly. ATE seemed not to be prepared 
to organise public protests like its older brother in Mali, but it was a part 
of the movements and association meetings organised by Attac Togo and 
the Visions Solidaires association in Lomé, whose first social forum in 
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Togo, organised and financed by Attac Togo on 17–18 December 2010, 
was the first notable event. Attac Togo, with other associations that were 
part of the alter-globalisation movement, such as Visions Solidaires, 
helped to set up debates and meetings between people involved in civil 
society and state representatives. While these associations were not 
directly engaged in political protest,12 they appear, nonetheless, to have 
established a relative opening up of the regime for individuals to become 
involved in civil society. Furthermore, the ATE was able to organise a 
public celebration for the International Migrants Day on 18 December 
2015 and 2016, where people demonstrated in the streets of Sokodé 
with banners, such as “Sauver la vie des migrants” [Save migrants’ 
lives], or “Séjour et visa aux migrants” [Give migrants visa and freedom 
of stay]. In the declaration concluding this day, the ATE defended the 
principle of freedom of movement and called the African government to 
reduce poverty presented as a key factor in migration. The final wording 
of this declaration is “Together let’s respect the right to leave and the 
right to remain.”

The establishment of associations and the possibility of protest by 
expelled migrants against the harshness of deportation policies and for 
the defence of migrants’ rights vary from one country to another and 
clearly reveal the structure of civil society as well as the nature of the 
political scene. The spread of the movement launched by AME in Mali 
since 1996 offers a striking background to an understanding of the dif-
ficulties faced by ATE. While AME has turned most of its action—and 
has thus acquired notoriety—to testimonies in the media from expelled 
migrants and by spreading political criticism of expelling countries and 
its own government, the possibility of expressing and spreading the views 
of expelled migrants in Togolese public life seems restricted by both the 
suspicion of political opposition to the regime that is still felt towards 
expelled migrants on their arrival in the country and continues to haunt 
those involved in the association, and the ongoing political engagement 
of its members against the ruling regime. This is no doubt the reason 
why ATE in its many activities (conferences and debates every summer 
with students from Kara and Lomé who have returned to their families 
in Sokodé for the holidays, radio programmes, participation in work-
shops organised by Attac Togo in Lomé, etc.) puts the accent on more 
unifying, consensual themes than AME. It tries, for example, to show 
the major contribution made by money sent from the diaspora to the 
economy of the country, and to make this into a real political issue, so as 
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to re-evaluate the value of migrants to the state and the need for them to 
be protected against expulsion measures. It insists on the link between 
migration and development and in organised debates where it offers 
advice to young people on legal migration.

Nevertheless, the individual experience of deportation, however much 
anger and protest it arouses, still remains a private story, as people are 
too reticent to speak out in public. The German association Karawane, 
which encouraged the creation of the ATE in 2008 and several of whose 
members attended the first general assembly of ATE, wanted to inter-
view expelled migrants in public in order to collect their testimonies, but 
came up against strong personal resistance, as the co-ordinator of ATE 
explained in an interview in Sokodé in August 2012: “We tried doing 
this in public, and we saw that people were reluctant to talk about their 
problems in Europe prior to expulsion […] If you meet up with them at 
home, they’ll tell you everything.” Indeed, when I carried out an inves-
tigation in August 2012 amongst members of ATE, I was systematically 
invited to go to the homes or places of work of those whom I wished to 
interview: home, a private or sometimes a professional space, considered 
safe, seemed to be a sanctuary where they could speak confidentially and 
freely. While ATE, like AME, lays great stress on the idea that it should 
be “those directly involved,” that is, the expelled migrants themselves, 
who talk about themes related to migration, it has not been able, nor has 
it tried for those very reasons, to ferment public protest through such 
accounts, as in Mali.

overcoming the dispArity of nAtionAl contexts 
through trAnsnAtionAl mobilisAtion?

The existence of joint movements by expelled migrant associations in 
Africa does, however, provide an opportunity where needed for over-
coming the disparities and difficulties involved in different national 
contexts. Joint actions stem from the participation of some of these 
associations in the alter-globalisation movement, their partnership with 
anti-racist networks in Europe, and the networks that they have built 
up within the African continent. Such occasions are rare, because asso-
ciations develop initially at a local or national level, and deal with urgent 
situations generated by the particular problems arising from expul-
sions in their own country. Even so, the organisation of social forums 
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in Africa enables these associations to meet together and to devise dif-
ferent forms of public action on themes related to borders, free circu-
lation, and expulsion. This action thus operates on both a national and 
transnational level and in doing so tries to upset and subvert the barriers 
placed in the way of those on migration routes. These movements aim 
to challenge borders. The caravan that left Cotonou for the world social 
forum in Dakar in February 2011 was conceived as a way of represent-
ing a border to be crossed and to be defied. The associations working 
together in this operation used each stage of their journey to denounce 
the corruption endemic in the practices of border guards and the rack-
ets to which migrants are prey (Andersson 2014). This targeted action 
brought together issues of circulation and mobility with the multi-site, 
transverse character of migrant movements. Here, ATE and AME met 
in communal action, leaving aside for a while their individual actions in 
their respective countries and the difficulties posed by their emergence as 
political entities. The 20th anniversary celebrations of AME in Bamako 
in November 2016 were also an occasion for a communal assessment of 
the state of the struggles by self-organising expelled migrants in diverse 
national contexts.

conclusion

The very idea of a movement specifically for expelled migrants, therefore, 
seems to be a critical point of tension in countries with different political 
contexts, promoted by an important organisation in the associative field 
and helped by conditions favouring the emergence of collective protest. 
A highly significant point in considering such initiatives is the fact that 
the capacity of expelled migrants to mobilise themselves via associations, 
the kind of claims that they make, or even if they do not go as far as that 
(a claim suggests calling into question the established order, which is not 
always an aim of such associations), then the message that they intend to 
convey by coming together, all depend upon these very varied political 
configurations.

The creation of a space for expelled migrants in Africa cannot there-
fore be only seen as a form of protest; the themes that the migrants 
want to put forward also depend on the obstacles that are put in the 
way of the creation of their associations and on the degree of accept-
ance of these associations by their country. In any case, the link between 
these associations, and their relationship with international initiatives in 
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favour of migrants, bring a transnational dimension to their local role 
and develop themes for common action. Thus, while in Togo expelled 
migrants find it very difficult to have their voice heard in the public 
arena, the deployment of certain movements on a transnational scale still 
manages to give value to their existence and their demands. The emer-
gence of a movement specifically for expelled migrants in Africa thus 
seems to be emblematic of both the effects of the hardening of migration 
policies by Western countries and within Africa, and the structural capac-
ity of the migrants’ countries of origin to accept these movements or, on 
the other hand, to render them invisible. Such movements therefore also 
reveal the policy of each country of origin in relation to their nationals 
who are threatened or affected by expulsion measures, as well as their 
position on the migration regime that Western countries want to impose 
on them through a “shared” policy, which makes migration control one 
of the conditions of development aid (Ellermann 2008).

notes

 1.  A recent current of historical and critical works establishes a link between 
expulsion measures and the makeshift statutory distinction between for-
eigners and citizens in the structure of Western countries.

 2.  In general terms, these associations are characterised by extremely varied 
and sometimes-contradictory positions, an analysis of which would, on its 
own, be rich in information on the interweaving of self-help initiatives and 
action by humanitarian and political institutions. Amongst the expelled 
migrants’ associations that have been created in Africa, there are var-
ied and even contradictory positions between those who want to protest 
against existing policies and to demand change, like Association Malienne 
des Expulsés in Mali or Welcome Back Cameroon in Cameroon, and 
those who prefer an approach based on information about the risks run 
by migrants and on dissuading people from setting out with no respect for 
legal forms of migration, like Association des Rapatriés et de lutte contre 
l’Emigration Clandestine au Cameroun in Cameroon.

 3.  This concerns those who are expelled into a country that is not their own. 
Thus, the Association des Réfoulés d’Afrique Centrale au Mali shed light 
on the specific situation of foreigners expelled into Mali. The creation of 
this association in 2006, however, revealed a more general phenomenon 
of the short or medium term settlement of expelled migrants of various 
nationalities in border zones, as is the case in Tinzawaten, on the border 
between Mali and Algeria, or of Kye-ossi in Cameroon, on the border 
with Equatorial Guinea.
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 4.  The Forum for a Different Mali (FoRAM) is a centre for discussion and 
reflection on migration issues founded in 2006 by Aminata Dramane 
Traoré. An essayist and a former Minister of Culture, she has contributed 
to the spread of a critique of European migration policy in the Malian 
and international media. Several of her works denounce the neo-colonial-
ism at work in the establishment by Western countries of repressive meas-
ures in relation to sans-papiers.

 5.  The adoption of a new migration policy framework in a country known 
for its lack of interest and its permissiveness on such issues was strongly 
encouraged by the EU and the IoM, whose representatives took an 
active part in the development in 2011 of a project that was subsequently 
to be submitted to the Malian parliament.

 6.  UFC, created in 1992, was a federation of political parties affiliated to the 
Committee for Togolese Unity, the party that worked for the independ-
ence of Togo.

 7.  Presided over by Yaovi Agboyibor, this was the main opposition party in 
the general election of 1994.

 8.  Created in 1974 to protect the workers’ interests, it is the oldest drivers’ 
union in Togo.

 9.  F., a member of ATE, took part in these demonstrations in France and 
Germany, which made him even more fearful of the idea of returning to 
Togo.

 10.  These interview extracts are taken from a survey of ATE members in 
Sokodé in August 2012.

 11.  In 2002 the oAU became the African Union and decided to set up a stra-
tegic framework for a migration policy in Africa, the final text of which, 
“Report of the Commission on the strategic framework for a migration 
policy in Africa” was adopted in Banjul, Gambia in 2006.

 12.  We note, however, that it is not here that political protest is to be found 
in its radical form. The Collectif Sauvons le Togo [Save Togo Collective] 
(CST), which was responsible for several street demonstrations that were 
violently repressed in June and August 2012, is in fact principally made 
up of political parties, not associations.
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CHAPTER 11

Ripples Across the Pacific: Cycles of Risk 
and Exclusion Following Criminal 

Deportation to Samoa

Leanne Weber and Rebecca Powell

deportAtion And the exporting of risk

Deportation has assumed a prominent place in the contemporary arse-
nal of governmental technologies directed towards the mitigation of risk. 
While visa violators and rejected asylum seekers are often presented as a 
risk to the integrity of border controls, the welfare state, or the economy, 
non-citizens convicted of criminal offences are liable to be constructed as 
serious and ongoing risks to community safety (Grewcock 2011, 2014; 
Rimmer 2008). With security a major preoccupation of contemporary 
governments, noncitizens convicted of criminal offences, therefore, have 
become a prime target for deportation. In the USA, for example, a pol-
icy of prosecutorial discretion has focused enforcement action on con-
victed felons who have no opportunity to challenge their expulsion, with 
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US-citizen children and family members who are left behind becoming 
the “collateral consequences” (Zatz and Rodriguez 2015). In Australia, 
although numbers are miniscule in comparison with the mass expulsions 
from the USA, deportations on criminal grounds have been increasing 
steadily since the 1990s, when guidelines were amended to favour com-
munity protection over the personal circumstances or length of residence 
of offenders. The numbers rose sharply in 2014, when deportation was 
made mandatory for those sentenced to a 12-month prison term or 
longer, and grounds for appeal were restricted, bringing the Australian 
system into closer alignment with the USA. Public opposition to these 
policies has focused on the inhumanity of deporting long-standing resi-
dents who may have little knowledge and few support structures in the 
country to which they are returned (Grewcock 2014). There is no aca-
demic literature as yet on criminal deportation from New Zealand, the 
third developed nation contributing to deportation across the Pacific.1

The exporting of risk is an inherently supra-national practice, not 
least because governments are forced to deal with officials in countries 
of return in order to effect these expulsions (Weber and Pickering 2012). 
Beyond this, however, it appears that little thought is given by govern-
ments to the impact of deportation within receiving countries. From the 
perspective of the expelling country, deportation following a criminal 
conviction may appear to be a solution to crime and disorder problems. 
However, seen from a transnational perspective it can magnify social 
harm, particularly where deportation occurs with scant regard for human 
rights. Peutz (2010, p. 378) claims that governments relinquish account-
ability for their acts of deportation, while stripping deportees of their 
legal rights. A similar point is made in a report by UNESCo on depor-
tation to the Pacific: “The deportation experience makes an impact at 
the local, national and the international level demonstrating that depor-
tation is not the end of a ‘problem,’ but the start of a new and on-going 
dilemma for individuals, families and the wider community” (Pereira 
2011, p. 11). Rather than being a “discrete event”, Coutin (2014, p. 4) 
has argued that the transnational impact of deportation “continues long 
after an individual is returned, through the difficult process of readjust-
ment, the ripple effects on family members and the continued prohibi-
tion on re-entry.”

In addition to the state-centric perspective adopted by deporting 
governments, migration scholars have also been accused of paying too 
little attention to the experiences of deportees in countries of return. 
Levitt and Lamba-Nieves (2011, p. 19) lament the false dichotomy 
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they observe within the migration literature that is exemplified by “a 
clear divide between scholars who are concerned with what happens to 
immigrants once they arrive in a new place and those concerned with 
what happens in the places where they come from.” They argue instead 
that “[t]hese processes were never disconnected and they are certainly 
not today” (Levitt and Lamba-Nieves 2011, p. 19). While their observa-
tions relate to the study of migration, an identical claim could be made 
with respect to the study of forced return, where the analytical focus is 
often on the legal processes leading to expulsion rather than the inter-
connection between places of migration and return. However, an emerg-
ing literature on post-deportation research is beginning to acknowledge 
the transnational nature of the deportation phenomenon and document 
the cultural isolation, loss of status and economic security, and lack of 
community acceptance experienced by many deportees (Coutin 2014; 
Golash-Boza 2014; Peutz 2010; Schuster and Majidi 2015).

Inspired by this emerging body of multi-disciplinary work, we claim 
that, rather than a one-way exporting of risk, criminal deportation is bet-
ter understood as a complex “transnational trading of real, supposed, and 
indeterminate risks” (Weber and Pickering 2012, p. 125). In this chap-
ter, we argue that criminal deportation can generate novel threats to the 
human security of individual deportees as they confront the challenges 
of setting up a new life in often unfamiliar or even hostile surroundings, 
burdened by the taint of their criminal label. Moreover, where serious 
criminality has not been effectively addressed through the justice process, 
deportation may sometimes displace genuine risks to receiving communi-
ties, exacerbate the factors that led to offending in the first place, and, 
under certain conditions, foster transnational criminal connections that 
may generate regional security threats. The sovereign act of deportation, 
far from mitigating risk, may instead send ripples of risk across the globe.

locAting sAmoA

our discussion focuses on deportees forcibly returned following crimi-
nal convictions to the small Pacific nation of Samoa (formerly Western 
Samoa). Samoans are Polynesian peoples whose capacity for undertak-
ing sea voyages is legendary. In pre-colonial times, inter-island mobil-
ity was highly valued and exemplified by the cultural practice of malaga 
(Lilomaiava-Doktor 2009a). Western Samoa was the subject of impe-
rial struggles between Britain and Germany during the early part of the 
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twentieth century, with New Zealand subsequently taking on the role 
of colonial administrator until independence in 1962. Since that time, 
opportunities for both permanent and temporary migration to the 
advanced economies of the Pacific Rim have been severely restricted, 
with patterns of regional mobility strongly shaped by former colo-
nial relationships. Some opportunities remain for permanent migra-
tion of Samoans to New Zealand through special quota systems. With 
the exception of those who meet the rigid skills criteria, long-term resi-
dence in Australia is only available to Samoans who have first obtained 
citizenship in New Zealand, after which they can benefit from open-
ended entry to Australia (Tazreiter et al. 2016). Samoans have most 
often found their way to the USA via cultural and familial connections 
to Hawai’i or neighbouring American Samoa (which remains an over-
seas territory of the USA), supported by strong church-based networks 
(Lee 2009). This has created distinctive diaspora communities deline-
ated by both cultural heritage and religious affiliation (such as Samoan 
Mormons in Utah). Despite the many barriers put in place to control 
their movement across the Pacific, Samoans have continued to navigate 
the “Polynesian triangle” defined by Australia, New Zealand, and the 
USA (Lee 2009), and it is estimated that around half the total Samoan 
population now resides overseas (Lilomaiava-Doktor 2009b).

Whereas Jamaica is a key destination within the Caribbean for crimi-
nal deportees from the UK and USA (Golash-Boza 2014), Samoa, 
Tonga, and Fiji have come to hold a similar status in the Pacific, 
albeit on a smaller scale. At least 124 criminal deportations to Samoa 
and Tonga reportedly occurred between 1998 and 2008, a figure 
that is likely to be a significant under-estimate (UNDP 2011; see also 
Pereira 2011). of the 56 criminal deportees who participated in a UN 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural organisation (UNESCo) study, 
81% were deported from the USA, with the remainder coming from 
New Zealand (16%) and Australia (3%) (Pereira 2011). These propor-
tions cannot be considered representative, and the numbers from New 
Zealand, in particular, are likely to be larger than this. The relatively low 
numbers of deportations from Australia directly to Samoa is offset by 
much larger numbers of criminal deportees of Samoan origin who are 
expelled instead to New Zealand, since they hold New Zealand citizen-
ship (Weber, McKernan, and Gibbon 2013).2



11 RIPPLES ACRoSS THE PACIFIC: CYCLES oF RISK AND EXCLUSIoN …  209

In this chapter, we present previously unreported data and apply theo-
retical insights from two nationally funded projects; one investigating the 
human security needs of temporary migrants in Australia and the other 
examining Australian deportation practices.3 The first project included a 
case study on Samoan migration to Australia. While the majority of data 
was collected within Australia, the research design included a one-week 
field trip to Samoa in october 2013. Seven interviews were conducted 
during this time with an NGo supporting deportees, a senior govern-
ment minister, local and regional law enforcement personnel, a victim 
support agency, an international aid agency, and a former migration aca-
demic (see Appendix 1 for a complete list of interviews conducted). A 
regional perspective was adopted in this aspect of the study, so that dis-
cussions were not limited to deportations from Australia. Four additional 
interviews were conducted outside Samoa (two in Australia and two in 
New Zealand) with individuals who had significant first-hand experience 
of deportation within the Pacific region, one from a law enforcement 
background, and the others performing youth and community support 
roles.

Finally, a small focus group was convened by the deportee support 
agency mentioned above, which was attended by four group members 
(themselves deportees) and two organisers. Three of the participants 
had been deported from the USA some years previously, while the most 
recently arrived group member had been deported from New Zealand. 
Although these individuals are likely to differ from most other depor-
tees due to their level of engagement with this support network, their 
readiness to identify as criminal deportees, and their capacity to reflect 
on their deportation experiences, the focus group added some first-hand 
accounts of experiences on return from individuals who ultimately expe-
rienced positive outcomes. All interviews were conducted in English. In 
the case of participants for whom English was not their first language, 
this has resulted in some non-standard forms of expression that are 
reported without correction (but sometimes with clarification) from the 
interview transcripts.

This small corpus of primary data is supplemented by reference to 
the larger UNESCo study that has already been cited, in which 56 con-
victed individuals who had been deported to Samoa and Tonga from 
Australia, New Zealand, and the USA between 1998 and 2008 were 
interviewed about their post-deportation experiences and ongoing needs 
(Pereira 2011).
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fitting (bAck) into A tightly knit society

After being physically excluded from their countries of residence due to 
the insurmountable risks they are deemed to pose to public safety, crimi-
nal deportees may experience ongoing social exclusion in the places to 
which they are expelled. Previous scholarship, including many contribu-
tions to this volume, has established that even unconvicted deportees can 
experience animosity in the country of return for undermining shared 
understandings about the purpose and promise of migration. Deportees 
may be “suspected of carrying with them the pollution contracted 
abroad while also remaining anomalies at home, their forced return sub-
verting the mythologised immigrant success story” (Peutz 2010, p. 385). 
Moreover, in collectivist cultures, where whole families and communities 
typically invest in projects to send selected members abroad, deportation 
“becomes everyone’s business” (Schuster and Majidi 2015, p. 641). For 
this reason, in the highly communitarian Pacific, where levels of return 
migration are generally low, it has been observed that even voluntary 
return can be interpreted as “an admission of failure” (Lee 2009, p. 27).

our fieldwork in Samoa quickly uncovered a widespread lack of sym-
pathy for deportees, and indeed, for any members of the Samoan dias-
pora who were considered to have squandered the opportunities offered 
to them abroad. When one of us visited a Samoan university to present 
research findings on the extreme cultural and economic stress we had 
detected among Samoan expatriates living in Australia, the response was 
unexpectedly hostile (see Tazreiter et al. 2016; Weber et al. 2013 for 
detailed accounts of these findings). The student audience seemed to 
hold an idealised image of the comfortable life that was available abroad, 
and displayed little appreciation of the challenges being faced by their 
compatriots who were striving to succeed, often in the face of significant 
obstacles, within competitive and individualistic societies. Despite the 
impact of economic and cultural globalisation, the majority of Samoan 
people still live a relatively traditional, collectivist life based around the 
extended family, or aiga, governed by strict cultural rules known as Fa’a 
Samoa, and largely reliant on a village-based subsistence economy. For 
most Samoans, the prospect of living outside that kin-based support sys-
tem must be unimaginable, and it is no surprise that banishment serves 
as the ultimate traditional punishment for violating the strict rules of 
community life. Finding acceptance within this tightly knit social struc-
ture following the shame of criminal conviction and expulsion from the 
country of emigration, therefore presents a significant challenge.
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one employee from a UN agency, interviewed in Samoa, explained 
that the organisation’s interest in working with criminal deportees within 
the Pacific region originated from their concerns about rising levels of 
social exclusion. Another informant, a police-community liaison officer 
interviewed in Australia, argued that problems with reintegration of 
deportees were much greater in his native Tonga, which he considered 
to be even more collectivist than Samoa. on the one hand, Samoa was 
seen by two informants (an NGo employee and a senior member of the 
Samoan government) to have a positive record of successfully incorpo-
rating minority groups, despite their putative status as “cultural outsid-
ers.” However, less flexibility was expected in relation to returning ethnic 
Samoans for whom there is pressure to assume or resume their place 
within the strictly demarcated kinship system of the village: “The only 
people not happy here are the people not support the culture. So it’s 
quite important for them to get back and try to learn something. Get 
with the people around and make them understand culture. Especially 
back in the village” (Interview INSG208, local police officer).

Studies from elsewhere have documented significant cultural hurdles 
for people who are forcibly returned to “traditional societies.” Deportees 
can be marked as outsiders by their different language, clothing, and 
demeanour (Peutz 2010), and the stigma arising from forcible return 
may put deportees at risk of discrimination and loss of status (Schuster 
and Majidi 2015). Signs of cultural difference that suggest criminal asso-
ciations may identify deportees as particularly suspect. As Coutin (2010) 
shows in her study of Salvadorans deported from the USA: “Those who 
have tattoos and wear baggy clothing typical of US youth cultures are 
especially stigmatised. Employers may be reluctant to hire such individu-
als, neighbours may reject deportees, and even relatives are not always 
welcoming” (Coutin 2010, p. 363). It is not surprising, then, that the 
organiser of Samoa’s only support service for criminal deportees reported 
that individuals who openly bore a criminal identity because of their 
physical appearance, struggled the most to fit into village life:

Especially some of them, because they’ve been in prison, they have a lot of 
tattoos, they’ve been in gangs before, and so they stand out. They stand 
out in a village and so sometimes they just don’t gel well with their sup-
port systems, their family … And the other thing is your support systems 
will be penalised by the village if you do something to put the village in 
disrepute. (Interview INSG201)
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Providing service to the matai (chief) of the village and the village as a 
whole was said to be one way to regain community respect. However, 
the process of cultural adaptation could be severely hampered where 
deportees were unwilling to submit to the authority of the aiga (the 
extended family). The UNESCo research concluded that many depor-
tees still considered the country from which they had been expelled to be 
“home” (Pereira 2011), a psychological stance that is unlikely to facili-
tate the (re-)acculturation process. The organiser of the deportee sup-
port group explained that deportees who were not born in Samoa (and 
yet lacked citizenship in their country of residence), or had left at a very 
young age and had little memory of Samoan culture and language, had 
the most difficulty adapting to the unfamiliar environment.

Due to both citizenship restrictions and relatively low levels of cultural 
preservation, criminal deportees from the USA were considered particu-
larly likely to have few remaining familial or cultural ties to Samoa: “So, 
the deportees from the USA are hard to integrate because they don’t 
want a connection to here” (Interview INSG205). In the opinion of this 
informant, a senior government minister, this contrasted sharply with the 
cultural connection that was still evident in relation to deportees from 
New Zealand, where Pacific Island cultures were supported by govern-
ment policy, actively nurtured in Samoan expatriate communities and 
could facilitate integration into the kinship system on return: “Usually 
the ones from New Zealand, we know the families, so their families will 
be waiting for them at the airport. They can speak Samoan, especially 
from New Zealand … where they go to church and speak Samoan, com-
pared to the ones from the USA” (Interview INSG205).

The reception of criminal deportees in the village was said to vary, but 
was generally expected, at least initially, to be hostile. According to the 
organiser of the detainee support group, elders in one village were seek-
ing to modify community practices, to be more supportive of deportees. 
He said that “a partner of ours is trying to get us to be involved with her 
village. She wants to call it a friendly village, where [there are] no judge-
ments. Just come in if you need help, we’ll help you out, which is great” 
(Interview INSG201). More often, it was left to individuals to “prove 
themselves” by showing their willingness to work within the existing cul-
ture. one deportee said in the focus group that, having escaped from the 
influence of US gang culture, he had “found himself” in Samoa because 
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of the disciplines imposed by the strong institutions of community and 
church. The deportee support group organiser knew at least one depor-
tee who had redeemed himself sufficiently through this route to earn 
matai status within his village. In contrast, another focus group partici-
pant said he had re-established himself by starting a new family in Samoa 
(having left behind his partner and children in the USA), but had chosen 
to move away from the confines of his familial village in order to make a 
new start.

The small number of hand-picked deportees who attended the focus 
group broadly accepted their deportations, which in all but one case had 
occurred some years previously following fairly substantial histories of 
offending. However, participants considered the practice unfair where 
the offences were minor or the deportee had no meaningful connections 
in Samoa: “I think it’s just not fair if you uplift that person just because 
of the law he broke and send him to Samoa, where he has no support, 
no family, no nothing and let him fend for himself” (Group interview 
INSG206). Despite the ultimate acceptance of their plight, this group 
had all suffered acutely from separation from immediate family members 
who had remained abroad. one participant said he had initially fought 
to stay in the USA, because he was “very close” to his family. Another 
deportee who was also positive about the outcome of his forced return, 
but had left children behind in the USA, reported feeling ongoing guilt 
that he had “left everybody.”

one important coping strategy adopted by these men had been to 
build solidarity with other deportees and establish new identities that 
cut across traditional kinship lines: “[W]e are all from different families, 
but we all get along, because we all know we’re deportees. And all of us 
deportees, we have this thing, we try to stick together, you know; when 
we go out, have some drinks or something. We all try to stick together, 
we call each other up, we’ll meet here” (Group interview INSG207). In 
contrast to the findings of the larger UNESCo study cited earlier, all the 
members of this group said they now called Samoa home. This differ-
ence may be because a wider range of hard-to-reach deportees were con-
tacted through sustained outreach work in the UNESCo study, whereas 
the small numbers of deportees interviewed for this study were mem-
bers of a mutually supportive group that actively pursued their successful 
absorption into Samoan society.
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trying to get by in A less developed economy

As well as the cultural and emotional costs already discussed, forced 
return often generates economic hardship for affected individuals and 
families both in countries of former residence and countries of ori-
gin and/or deportation. Criminal deportees in Samoa were said to face 
major challenges adjusting to traditional lives that consisted of hard man-
ual work carried out for a low or non-existent wage on collective land, as 
explained here by the coordinator of the deportee support group: “once 
they come here they are just a fish out of water. They have no idea what 
it’s like to work the plantations 10 hours a day, and you’re getting 20 
Tala4 if you’re lucky. And remember, you have to give all that to the 
matai of your family” (Interview INSG201). Rather than rely long-term 
on family-based employment, the only recently-deported interviewee 
who attended the focus group said he aspired to attain financial inde-
pendence: “My main support is my family … They asked me to come 
and work for them, but I feel I want to work somewhere else … support 
myself and look after myself, so I don’t have to rely on somebody all the 
time” (Group interview INSG206).

Previous researchers have found that individuals unable to sustain 
themselves financially after deportation may become reliant on family 
members who remain in the country from which they were deported. 
In many cases, this represents a two-fold reversal of the usual expecta-
tion that migrants will be breadwinners for their immediate families in 
the country of residence and a source of remittances for the wider fam-
ily in the country of origin. In relation to male deportees to Jamaica, 
Golash-Boza (2014) found that being forced to relinquish the provider-
role due to lack of earning opportunities after deportation carried an 
enduring stigma that was additional to the general shame of being a 
deportee. Peutz (2010) came to a similar conclusion in relation to finan-
cial dependency among Somali deportees. And the UNESCo research 
cited earlier identified that criminal deportation to the Pacific could place 
added burdens on the families left behind due to loss of income and of 
male authority figures within the family (Pereira 2011).

Despite this, for one focus group participant in our study, the financial 
burden on his US-based family was considered by all to be a price worth 
paying for the opportunity to escape the criminogenic environment in 
which he had been living:
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I was raised up in the States, so I didn’t really know what to do for work. 
But … my sisters would always tell me, ‘Don’t worry about money wise, 
anything you need you can always call us and we’ll send you money. All we 
need you to do is to go to Samoa for a change.’ Because they didn’t want 
me to spend the rest of my life in prison. (Group interview INSG206)

reAl And imAgined threAts to community sAfety

Regardless of the extent of their offending or the efficacy of their sub-
sequent rehabilitation, individuals deported on criminal grounds carry 
a powerful label that travels with them and can magnify the perception 
of the risks they pose to receiving communities (see e.g., Peutz 2010; 
Sheik 2008). As Grewcock (2011, p. 69) has noted, deportation prac-
tices transform “lawful subjects” into “deviant deportees.” The recently 
arrived deportee who took part in our focus group had been unable, at 
first, to shake off his criminal label and described himself as being “sui-
cidal” because his time spent in a New Zealand prison was common 
knowledge within his community (Group interview INSG206).

In addition to the enduring shame of the criminal label earned in the 
country from which they are deported, deportees are liable to be held 
responsible for crime in the places to which they are sent. For exam-
ple, mass deportations of convicted persons—primarily from the USA 
and UK—have become a significant political issue across the Caribbean 
because of the crime risk the deportees are deemed to pose. In what he 
dubs an “ironic inversion of the ‘alien invasion’ thesis”, Bowling (2010) 
notes that deportees tainted by “foreign criminality” have been blamed 
for surges in violent crime in Jamaica, despite the fact that their con-
victions are most often for minor drug offences. This theme of crime 
risk on return has also been reported in the media for convicted New 
Zealand citizens deported from Australia. Media stories have reported 
significant re-offending statistics on return amongst convicted deportees 
from Australia and claims of those who committed crime in Australia 
linking up to commit more crime on return (Jones 2016; Marwick 2016; 
Scoop 2016; Tait 2016).5

Participants in our study also reported that criminal deportees were 
often seen as bad influences after their return to small Pacific Island 
nations: “[T]he locals fear that their own sort of home-grown children 
are going to follow their [deportees’] ways … those were the very real 



216  L. WEBER AND R. PoWELL

fears that the deportees [who] are returnees from the States would be 
blamed for the rise in underage drinking, and all these young children 
going into nightclubs, and all this kind of stuff” (Interview INSG406, 
New Zealand immigration liaison officer). Deportees to Samoa were 
sometimes said to be responsible for real or supposed increases in crime, 
although there are no reliable statistics available to support or refute 
these claims. According to the Samoan government minister interviewed 
in our study, deportees have been implicated in serious and high pro-
file crimes, most notably Samoa’s first-ever armed bank robbery (also 
documented in UNDP 2011). However, a senior New Zealand police 
officer interviewed for this study, who had considerable experience of 
law enforcement within the Pacific, criticised the automatic blaming of 
deportees for increasing crime, noting that not all of them had serious 
criminal histories. In fact, he attributed an observed increase in firearm 
offences in Samoa to a “love affair with firearms,” which were easily 
obtained from US-administered American Samoa through channels that, 
in his view, had nothing to do with deportees.

According to the senior New Zealand police officer cited above, crim-
inal convicts deported from New Zealand to Samoa were predominantly 
sex offenders who had been sentenced to at least six-year’s imprison-
ment. Those from the USA typically had drug-related convictions and 
were deported at a much lower sentencing threshold and with far less 
due process. Participants in the UNESCo study had convictions for 
property, violent, and sexual offences, and much of their offending was 
believed to have arisen from immersion in US gang-culture (Pereira 
2011). In ongoing research conducted by one of the authors, amongst 
the 248 convicted individuals from New Zealand or the Pacific who 
contested their deportation from Australia between 2005 and 2015,6 
the majority had their visas cancelled for aggravated robbery offences 
(23%), serious assault (22%), common assault (22%) or aggravated sexual 
assault (8%). Visas were also cancelled for less serious offences, includ-
ing driving whilst disqualified (1%), property damage (1%), and theft of 
a motor vehicle (0.5%). Notwithstanding the variability in the offending 
histories of criminal deportees, and lack of systematic assessments about 
their individual risk of re-offending, the whole basis of their expulsion 
serves to label these individuals as ongoing risks to community safety. 
With banishment reserved as the ultimate punishment within traditional 
Samoan social systems, deportees may arrive already stamped as incorri-
gibles and dangerous outcasts.
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Since criminal deportees are liable to be seen as ongoing criminal 
threats, this raises questions about the resources available to prevent 
further offending. Samoa’s fledgling victims’ support agency is heav-
ily focused on violence in the home, and reported having had no direct 
contact with criminal deportees or the agency formed to support them. 
Nevertheless, the organiser described criminal deportees as “vicious” 
and as bringing a “different mindset” into their extended families that 
could cause problems for a whole village. Whereas deportation was 
viewed as “normal,” she suggested, criminal deportation was said to be 
“scary” because offenders “know the in and out of crimes” (Interview 
INSG204). A youth worker with considerable expertise in dealing with 
criminal deportees, who was interviewed in Australia, expressed a more 
selective view, identifying sex offenders specifically as the group that 
posed the most salient risk. In contrast to the highly visible former gang 
members who displayed their identities openly through their tattoos and 
American-style clothing, and thereby became obvious targets for police 
and community attention, this informant argued that sex offenders typi-
cally kept a low profile and were largely unmonitored. In her opinion, 
this posed a much greater threat to the community.

According to this youth worker, some Samoan churches had con-
demned criminal deportees as “damned.” Moreover, an employee from 
a major NGo based in the capital of Samoa, Apia, noted the wide-
spread view that “these people are bad people and they got what they 
deserved” (Interview INSG202). The settlement needs of the depor-
tees were therefore constantly subverted to security concerns: “[F]rom 
the human rights perspective, whether or not they get access to health 
services and training and things like that, nobody was interested” 
(Interview INSG202). Explaining the events leading up to the formation 
of the deportee support group, a senior government minister explained 
the political difficulty, but also the practical (rather than human rights) 
imperative, of providing resources for this stigmatised group:

The public, from reading the paper and hearing people and what they’re 
saying—you should be helping the poor people from poverty and humili-
ation, rather than doing this for these people, because they’ve had their 
chances overseas and we didn’t, and they blew it. Why should we help 
them? … For me, I saw it as an emerging issue. If we don’t tackle it now, it 
is going to become a big problem in the future. So my priority was safety 
for our country. (Interview INSG205)
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cycles of criminAlisAtion And exclusion

Rather than having “chances overseas,” however, it could be argued that 
the harsh social and economic circumstances in which many Samoans 
had lived while abroad are likely to have encouraged their offending. 
This was the conclusion reached by one of us following previous research 
into Samoan nationals living in Australia (Tazreiter et al. 2016; Weber 
et al. 2013). Adult participants in that research were found to experi-
ence socio-economic marginalisation and excessively long working hours, 
exacerbated by deliberate policies that restricted access to many essen-
tial services and made citizenship virtually unattainable, thereby creating 
a cycle of social exclusion that could be anticipated to lead ultimately to 
offending and criminal deportation, particularly amongst their children.

The UNESCo study, cited earlier, also established that many crimi-
nal deportees returned to Samoa or Tonga had migrated as children and 
had faced prolonged socio-economic marginalisation, language barriers, 
absentee parents who worked long hours in poorly paid jobs, and loss of 
community support structures compared with the tightly controlled pat-
tern of Samoan village life. Particularly in the USA, exposure to violence 
in homes and neighbourhoods was said to lead young people to invest 
their loyalty in neighbourhood gangs, placing them on pathways to con-
victions and ultimate deportation (Pereira 2011).

As mentioned earlier, for one focus group participant in our study, 
deportation, although traumatic at the time, had provided a circuit 
breaker that enabled him to escape the risky environment in which he 
had been raised:

When I was in the States, all my sisters and my brothers … they’ll just 
wait for that phone call from the hospital or the police station to come and 
identify me in a morgue or something. So that’s what they were worried 
about every day. But now they know that I’m in Samoa and I’m safe here. 
(Group interview INSG206)

Because of this link between circumstances in countries of residence 
and the criminal offending that leads to deportation, several research 
participants argued that the onus should be on the countries in which 
people had offended to deal with their offending behaviour. A Samoan 
police officer noted: “Their experience, they got it from there. So they 
[the authorities] should do something before sending them back to their 
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home countries” (Interview INSG208). Another participant who coor-
dinated Samoa’s victim support group assumed this was being done: 
“The systems over there, they have good systems. If people commit 
offences over there, the judicial system, the police system, everybody that 
is involved in it, and there’s a lot of other organisations that will come 
together” (Interview INSG204).

However, a senior minister in the Samoan government who par-
ticipated in our study was aware that deportable offenders were being 
denied opportunities for rehabilitation in overseas prisons and were 
effectively being “dumped” in their countries of origin. This was notably 
so in the USA, where deportation can be offered as an option for early 
release from prison sentences. Several focus group members in our study 
reported that their deportations had occurred on this basis. A senior 
New Zealand police officer interviewed in our study contrasted the use 
of deportation by the USA, New Zealand, and Australian criminal justice 
systems, arguing that deportation was used as a crime control measure 
in the USA, while both Australia and New Zealand insisted that prison 
terms still be served in full as a deterrent.7 Even so, commentators have 
criticised the lack of access to rehabilitation schemes such as prison edu-
cation programmes and parole for inmates destined for deportation in 
Australia (Grewcock 2011).

Although it is often argued that prisons are less than ideal settings for 
achieving the rehabilitation of criminal offenders, the practices described 
here represent marked departures from the vestiges of rehabilitation that 
remain within contemporary prison systems. This indicates that the uni-
lateral “exporting” of risk, as discussed earlier, rather than the prevention 
of further offending, wherever it may occur, is the driving force behind 
criminal deportation. Even in New Zealand, where recourse to depor-
tation appears to be more limited than in either the USA or Australia 
(requiring much longer prison sentences, for example, to trigger depor-
tation), our senior New Zealand police informant admitted that criminal 
deportation from New Zealand to Pacific Island nations could amount to 
“exporting a problem.”

Criminal deportees are therefore likely to have pressing needs 
for resettlement support, in common with many other deportees, 
but also unique and ongoing needs for rehabilitation that were not 
addressed in their former countries of residence. Many deportees in 
the UNESCo study were found to have pre-existing disabilities, men-
tal health problems, and drug dependences that were not being dealt 
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with post-deportation, due to stigma and discrimination. This, in turn, 
was said to put them at risk of re-offending, ongoing drug misuse, and 
even suicide (Pereira 2011). A better system for exchange of informa-
tion between deporting and receiving countries was often suggested as a 
response, particularly by law enforcement personnel interviewed in this 
study. However, this proposal raises questions about the tension between 
the surveillance and support objectives of transnational cooperation in 
relation to criminal deportees, which tends to be resolved in favour of 
the former.

For example, in his study of transnational policing in the Caribbean, 
Bowling (2010) found that monitoring the risks posed by criminal 
deportees had become such a high priority for local border policing offi-
cials that he described it as a moral panic. A similar response to deported 
offenders has been formalised in the Public Protection orders8 recently 
introduced by the New Zealand government,9 which create a novel (and 
punitive) form of transnational parole. This controversial scheme fol-
lows a marked increase in criminal deportations to that country from 
Australia, and authorises the collection of DNA and fingerprints on 
arrival, along with the application of coercive orders to eligible deportees 
even where they have no conviction within New Zealand.

Although a systematic approach such as this had not been devel-
oped yet in Samoa, deportees to Tonga were said to be routinely fin-
gerprinted and photographed by local police, even though their prison 
time had been served. This informant, a youth worker with consid-
erable experience with criminal deportation, argued that monitoring 
should be limited to those presenting a serious and tangible risk and 
should be accompanied by strict protocols about transnational informa-
tion exchange, with the main emphasis remaining on providing essential 
settlement support. According to our New Zealand police informant, a 
process of official handover was said to be in place between immigra-
tion authorities from deporting countries and Samoan police, which 
he believed was working effectively in relation to Australia and New 
Zealand, but had elicited less cooperation from US authorities.

The process sometimes resulted in a police interview on arrival, and 
coordination with the deportee support group to alert them of new 
arrivals was said to be improving. The coordinator of the deportee sup-
port group, no doubt anxious to prove the ongoing value of the scheme 
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to a sceptical public, also admitted to taking on a monitoring role aimed 
at preventing future offending: “Because sometimes they fall through the 
cracks at the police, so it’s best if I take on the role to try and rein them 
in” (Interview INSG201). The evidence suggests that the limited gov-
ernment support available, while seemingly successful in assisting at least 
some criminal deportees, operates in an environment where the risks 
these individuals are seen to pose are constantly threatening to take prec-
edence over their resettlement needs.

regionAlising risk And risk mAnAgement

Research on the aftermath of criminal deportation is beginning to iden-
tify circumstances in which the exporting of risk can nourish trans-
national crime networks and create new regional safety risks. Zilberg 
(2011) found that the deportation of gang members from the USA to El 
Salvador could generate “transnational security spaces.” Similar observa-
tions were made by Levitt and Lamba-Nieves (2011, p. 19) regarding 
criminal deportation to the Dominican Republic, and by Bowling (2010) 
in relation to the Caribbean. The potential for the transnationalisation 
of criminal networks arises directly from the deportation of convicted 
offenders in the absence of rehabilitation and with no regard for the sup-
port they will need to re-settle. When faced with stigma, discrimination 
and lack of relevant skills that inhibit the establishment of independent 
lives in the countries to which they are deported, deportees can come to 
rely on extant support networks in their countries of former residence 
(Golash-Boza 2014; Peutz 2010). In cases where those support net-
works are criminal gangs, rather than families or noncriminal friendship 
groups, deportation can have the effect of internationalising those crimi-
nal networks (see Coutin 2010). Although there is, as yet, no scholarly 
research on the issue, similar fears have been reported in the media about 
the effects of criminal deportation from Australia to New Zealand (Jones 
2016; Marwick 2016; Scoop 2016; Tait 2016).

While these complex questions were not the primary focus of our 
study, some participants offered observations to this effect. one youth 
worker informant argued that, in contrast to New Zealand, Samoan 
communities did not form in the USA that could nurture and sustain 
traditional Pacific identities. Some young people, therefore, took on 
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gang-based identities instead, which many of them would be prepared 
to “die for.” If unable to find employment and/or reconnect with a tra-
ditional cultural identity after deportation, she argued that these discon-
nected young people relied instead on their transnational gang-based 
networks as a source of both financial support and belonging. Senior 
Samoan police officers interviewed in our study recounted a similar con-
cern, saying: “So they’re connected, and if these ones are sent back to 
Samoa they play a very important role in these organisational groups or 
gangs. From our perspective that connection will be continued, yeah” 
(Interview INSG208).

The extent to which these newly forged transnational links do, in fact, 
generate local or regional threats of serious crime is a different ques-
tion, for which no firm evidence was obtained in the study. The local 
officers cited above were not aware of any truly transnational crimes that 
had been perpetrated on Samoan territory, and they believed there was 
insufficient local demand at the time for illicit drugs and other contra-
band goods that would be the likely focus of transnational gangs. Their 
reported monitoring of deportees who had been linked to gangs there-
fore seemed to be conducted speculatively based on their offending his-
tory, rather than due to any specific evidence of new offending of either a 
local or transnational nature. In effect, this highly visible group of depor-
tees are being cast in the role of “presumptive offenders” (McCulloch 
and Wilson 2016), while police attention could be being directed away 
from less visible groups that might present more tangible risks to the 
community, as discussed earlier.

Unspecified regional security risks arising from criminal deporta-
tion have also been identified by inter-governmental agencies such as 
the Pacific Transnational Crime Network (PTCN),10 the Pacific Islands 
Forum (PIF) Secretariat, and United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP 2012). For example, the UNDP report on crime and Pacific 
youth identified concerns in Samoa about gang activity originating from 
both New Zealand and the USA (UNDP 2011). However, in our inter-
views, Tonga and Fiji were repeatedly assessed as having more serious 
problems than Samoa in this respect (Interviews INSG202, INSG203, 
and INSG205). Moreover, according to a senior government minister, 
criminal deportations to Samoa were identified as a potential source of 
transnational organised crime only after the PIF had brought the matter 
to the attention of the Samoan government:
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I did realise that if Samoa doesn’t do something about it, it can become a 
big problem in the future, particularly when we have a lot of returnees or 
deportees from the USA. And most of them have very little ties and con-
nections to Samoa and they are sent here and, obviously, some of them 
may have connections to organised crime and they come here and they are 
not properly integrated into our society. They turn to crime again in order 
to survive and they will use their connections overseas. So that was the 
report from the Foreign Secretariat. (Interview INSG205)

Since criminal deportation has been identified by inter-governmental 
agencies in the Pacific as being a matter of regional security—whether 
currently or merely as a future threat—one might expect that regional 
solutions should be put in place. Although all law enforcement personnel 
interviewed in our study acknowledged the need to provide settlement 
support for deportees, their agencies were orientated towards monitor-
ing and surveillance. Information about criminal deportees was said to 
be circulated through Interpol and the regional intelligence networks of 
the PTCN, with deportees deemed to be “high risk”—often sex offend-
ers—flagged for the discretionary attention of local law enforcement 
officers (Interviews UNSG201, UNSG202, and INSG208).

In contrast to this regional policing effort, one small local support 
group with uncertain funding into the future, has been left to deal with 
the settlement (and presumably rehabilitation) needs of criminal deportees 
returned to Samoa. A leading international NGo with a base in Samoa 
was attempting to elevate the need for settlement support for criminal 
deportees across the Pacific as an important issue for regional action by 
flagging it as a human security issue. A representative of that organisation 
explained that the agency viewed criminal deportation as an emerging 
global problem and believed that support for deportees was “fundamen-
tally important to building peace” (Interview INSG202). A more immedi-
ate human security benefit might be achieved if deporting countries ceased 
their practices of exporting risk through criminal deportation, in favour 
of pursuing pathways to a non-offending future following release. There 
are no indications as yet that this is occurring, although, according to the 
senior government minister who took part in our research, Samoan dip-
lomatic missions were intervening actively to try to achieve that outcome. 
As it stands, criminal deportees arrive in their destination carrying the full 
burden of their real and perceived riskiness that, without appropriate set-
tlement support, may be magnified still further.
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conclusion: ripples Across the pAcific

We have argued that criminal deportation to Samoa in the absence of 
substantial support for resettlement and rehabilitation is creating rip-
ples of insecurity at the individual, community, national, and regional 
level. There is much still to be learned about the dynamics of criminal 
deportation across the Pacific, and this analysis has only begun to skim 
the surface. Further research might identify the important role played by 
New Zealand as both a receiver and sender of criminal deportees; inves-
tigate the impact of forced return on families left behind; follow cohorts 
of deportees on their trans-Pacific journeys; and make a deeper analysis 
of claims that deportees pose an ongoing risk, both at the local level in 
countries of return and at the regional level through the strengthening 
of transnational criminal networks. Against a backdrop that is dominated 
by the summary exporting of risk from countries of residence, coupled 
with law enforcement responses in countries of return, another per-
spective is possible that gives much greater weight to individual human 
rights, including due process rights, the right to family life, the rights of 
children left behind, and to the promise of rehabilitation. An alternative 
approach is necessary to prevent the ripples of insecurity that are cur-
rently being set in motion across the Pacific from becoming a tidal wave.

Appendix 1—list of interviews conducted

.
Interviewee Date 

interviewed
Where 
interviewed

Format Interview 
number

organiser of 
support group 
for criminal 
deportees

15 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG201

Senior employee 
of interna-
tional develop-
ment agency

15 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG202

Samoan journal-
ist and former 
migration 
studies scholar

18 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG203
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Interviewee Date 
interviewed

Where 
interviewed

Format Interview 
number

organiser of 
support group 
for victims of 
crime

17 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG204

Senior Samoan 
government 
minister

9 october  
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG205

Deportees focus 
group record-
ing (1)

10 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG206

Deportees focus 
group record-
ing (2)

10 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG207

Intelligence 
officers from 
local and 
regional police

18 october 
2013

Samoa In person 
- recorded

INSG208

Police liaison 
officer working 
with Pacific 
communities 
in Sydney

3 September 
2012

Australia In person 
- recorded

INSG402

Pacific liaison 
officer work-
ing with 
Immigration 
New Zealand

30 November 
2012

New Zealand In person 
- recorded

INSG406

New Zealand 
Police officer 
formerly 
stationed in 
Samoa

27 September 
2013

New Zealand 
(by phone)

By phone - not 
recorded

UNSG201

officers from 
PTCCC 
Transnational 
Crime Unit

16 october 
2013

Samoa In person - not 
recorded

UNSG202

Youth worker 
and researcher

9 September 
2013

Australia In person - not 
recorded

UNSG203
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notes

 1.  Associate Professor Elizabeth Stanley from the Victoria University of 
Wellington presented research in progress on this topic at the Australia 
and New Zealand Society of Criminology (ANZSoC) annual conference, 
Hobart (Stanley 2016).

 2.  This Pacific deportation route is being explored in PhD research currently 
being undertaken by Rebecca Powell.

 3.  Fluid Security in the Asia Pacific, ARC Discovery Grant DP1093107, 
Chief Investigators Sharon Pickering, Leanne Weber, Claudia Tazreiter, 
Marie Segrave with the assistance of Helen McKernan; Exporting 
Risk: The Australian Deportation Project, ARC Discovery Grant 
DP110102453, Chief Investigators Sharon Pickering, Leanne Weber, 
Mike Grewcock, Marie Segrave.

 4.  Roughly equivalent to US$8 or €7.6 as of 21 December 2016.
 5.  The number of New Zealand citizens deported from Australia has surged 

since the strengthening of the Migration Act in December 2014 result-
ing in mandatory visa cancellations for those convicted non-citizens who 
are sentenced to a period of 12 months or more under s501 of the Act. 
The experiences of convicted non-citizens following deportation to New 
Zealand from Australia will be explored in the PhD research currently 
being undertaken by Rebecca Powell.

 6.  Source, unpublished PhD data analysed by Rebecca Powell. Please note 
that this may not be a representative sample of all criminal deportees as 
not all of them contest the Department of Immigration’s visa cancellation 
decision at the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.

 7.  At the time of writing, there is anecdotal evidence emerging that early 
release may be being offered to deportable inmates in Australia. This will 
be subject to further exploration in Rebecca Powell’s PhD project.

 8.  See http://www.justice.govt.nz/publications/global-publications/d/
deportation-of-offenders-to-new-zealand-after-serving-a-prison-sen-
tence-overseas/problem-definition, accessed 15 May 2016 and http://
www.abc.net.au/news/2015-11-19/nz-changes-laws-for-ex-criminals-
deported-from/6956368, accessed 20 September 2016.

 9.  This is the subject of research in progress by Associate Professor Elizabeth 
Stanley from the Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand.

 10.  The Pacific Transnational Crime Network—formed in 2002 by Pacific 
Islands Chiefs of Police, which is funded primarily by Australia and sup-
ported by the Australian Federal Police (AFP), New Zealand Police, US 
Joint Interagency Taskforce West—currently has its main operational 
headquarters (the Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre) 
based in Samoa, with a network of Transnational Crime Units dotted 
across Pacific nations.

http://www.justice.govt.nz/publications/global-publications/d/deportation-of-offenders-to-new-zealand-after-serving-a-prison-sentence-overseas/problem-definition
http://www.justice.govt.nz/publications/global-publications/d/deportation-of-offenders-to-new-zealand-after-serving-a-prison-sentence-overseas/problem-definition
http://www.justice.govt.nz/publications/global-publications/d/deportation-of-offenders-to-new-zealand-after-serving-a-prison-sentence-overseas/problem-definition
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-11-19/nz-changes-laws-for-ex-criminals-deported-from/6956368
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-11-19/nz-changes-laws-for-ex-criminals-deported-from/6956368
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CHAPTER 12

“Non-admitted”: Migration-Related 
Detention of Forcibly Returned  

Citizens in Cameroon

Maybritt Jill Alpes

Nation-states’ sovereign rights to control the entry and presence of 
third-country nationals in their territory have resulted in various types of 
forced returns coming into existence. Third-country nationals can return 
involuntarily to their countries of nationality if they become subject to 
deportation orders or are not admitted by police officers upon arrival at a 
European border. Airport and border officials refer to the latter category 
of individuals as “inadmissibles.” Having a visa in one’s passport does 
not guarantee entry into the territory of a nation-state, as border officials 
have discretionary powers to refuse permission to enter. Travel projects 
can thus end abruptly if border control officers claim that travellers have 
either not fully complied with entry regulations or are using travel docu-
ments issued by unauthorised actors.

In Collyer’s words, “Deportation involves the transfer of individuals 
from a state where they do not enjoy the benefits of citizenship to the state 
where they do” (Collyer 2012, p. 290). Yet, what does the enjoyment of 
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citizenship actually amount to in some emigration countries? Individuals 
should not automatically be assumed to have more safety and rights in their 
country of nationality. This chapter examines, therefore, what happens in 
the short, but important interstice in which returnees are no longer in the 
direct charge of European state agents, but have not yet been granted full 
access to the territory of their nation-state.

The rich body of literature on deportation (Drotbohm and 
Hasselberg 2015) generally focuses more attention on processes before 
and during rather than on dynamics after deportation (Collyer 2012; 
Drotbohm 2011; Lecadet 2013; Schuster and Majidi 2013), while 
the role of state agents in returnees’ countries of nationality has so far 
received little attention. The focus of this chapter is on air borders,1 with 
scholars being invited to look for resonances with processes in other emi-
gration countries, where exits are increasingly securitised. Forced returns 
are seen here as comprising non-admissions, readmissions, and assisted 
return programmes for individuals who, for a variety of reasons, did not 
have a residence permit to continue their stay abroad.2 The focus lies on 
cross-border movements from the Global South to the Global North.

After a theoretical and methodological exploration of borders and 
subjectivities, the chapter moves on, first, to examine the dynamics driv-
ing the production of (legal) norms in an emigration country. It does so 
by analysing the international and domestic factors that led to the emer-
gence of the Cameroonian offense of “attempting to emigrate illegally.” 
Second, a series of forced return cases is used as the basis for exploring 
the vulnerability of Cameroon returnees. While certain risk patterns of 
return types can be discerned, it is primarily social characteristics that 
determine power relations with police officers and actual exposure to 
monetary extraction, detention, and imprisonment. Third, the chap-
ter draws on the narratives of two non-admitted travellers to highlight 
the financial opportunities flowing from the anti-fraud agenda for state 
agents in the Global South.

This chapter expounds the view that the externalisation of border pol-
icies in the Global North warrants an examination of how state actors 
in the Global South internalise legal norms, while it also illustrates how 
efforts to combat fraud fuel opportunities for corruption. Today’s border 
controls and the related anti-fraud programmes suppress family-based 
forms of solidarity—amongst others by imposing state–managed forms 
of national identity, such as defined in birth certificates, ID cards, and 
passports. As a result, and instead of receiving remittances, families and 
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social networks in emigration countries are called on to mobilise finan-
cial resources in order to liberate returnees from police stations or prison 
complexes.

reseArching globAlised borders

As McKeown (2008) has illustrated in his historical work, border con-
trols and identity documentation are the product and continuation of 
150 years of globalisation. Adopting an emigration perspective on the 
study of globalised borders reveals the increasing importance of different 
forms of exit controls. This chapter is based on data gathered predomi-
nantly between November 2013 and January 2014. The dataset includes 
observations from interviews with border agents at Douala and Yaoundé 
international airports, investigations at New Bell prison in Douala, 
a review of related case law from the Criminal Tribunal of the First 
Instance in Bonapriso (Douala), and border police registers at Douala 
airport. These datasets were complemented by twenty-three interviews 
with participants of assisted return programmes and three longitudinal 
case studies of Cameroonians (2007–2015), who involuntarily returned 
to their country of nationality.3

The analysis tries to adopt a neutral stance, which implies not repro-
ducing statist’s evaluations of whether or not acts or objects are fraudu-
lent or illegal. Travel documents enable authorised border crossings. Not 
all travel documents, however, are issued by actors who are authorised 
to do so by states. Consequently, in the article, the term “fraud” refers 
either to a discourse or to a policy agenda. Second, the article tries to 
resist moral judgments of mobile subjects by states. The fraud agenda 
leads to states framing mobile citizens from the Global South as poten-
tially “fraudulent migrants.” Consequently, the article refers to individuals 
who are forced to return after decisions of non-admission as travellers.

The analysis is based on the working assumption that the externalisa-
tion of migration control and the criminalisation of emigration are con-
nected (Cassarino 2009; Cuttitta 2008, p. 50). Research material on 
street-level agents involved in exit and entry controls at Douala interna-
tional airport warrants putting forward this assumption for further inves-
tigation. Although more in-depth research on cooperation in this policy 
domain is necessary, a certain temporal correlation between European 
agreements and the enacting of legislation that criminalises emigration 



234  M.J. ALPES

in other countries of origin and transit can be identified. Algeria’s laws 
on emigration, for example, were enacted in 2008 and 2009, following 
the signing and entry into force of the Euro-Mediterranean Association 
Agreement (2005) and bilateral readmission agreements with Germany 
(2006), Spain (2004), France (2003), Italy (2000 and 2009), Malta 
(2001), Switzerland (2007), and the UK (2007). A second example is 
Morocco’s 2003 emigration legislation, which followed the signing of 
the 2000 Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement and most of the 
bilateral agreements signed with EU member states, notably with Spain 
in 2003 and France in 2001, while Tunisia amended its legislation in 
December 2003 and March 2004, shortly after signing the December 
2003 police collaboration agreement with Italy.4

europe’s southern borders: externAlised 
And internAlised

Andersen asks how one can study bordered identities without tak-
ing for granted the prevalence of national identity over other identities 
(Andersen 2014). The article proposes to understand the construction of 
subjectivities in a post-colonial context by tracing connections between 
the externalisation and internalisation of border controls. With the inter-
nalisation of border policies, the article refers to individual state agents 
adopting and assimilating border discourses that emanate from state 
interests in the Global North.

over the last 10 years, states in the Global North have increasingly 
externalised border controls. The EU and its members states, for exam-
ple, have worked together since the 1990s in two directions: first, by 
externalising migration controls through the imposition of carrier sanc-
tions and the deployment of international liaison officers and readmis-
sion agreements (McNamara 2013) and, second, by seeking to involve 
emigration states in border management, often indirectly by collaborat-
ing with the police, arranging workshops on fraud detection for police 
officers in emigration countries, and establishing funds for civil registry 
reforms in emigration countries.

In the wake of these developments, border controls over the past 
few decades have shifted geographically (i.e., to places of departures) 
and now involve a new set of actors (i.e., companies). Through carrier 
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sanctions, for example, Europe now holds airlines responsible for trans-
porting people who do not comply with the legal requirements for enter-
ing the Schengen area, while airlines, and in turn, often outsource the 
requisite document checks to private security companies in travellers’ 
countries of origin. This privatisation of border policing (Gammeltoft-
Hansen and Sørensen 2013) further reinforces the idea that identity con-
trols are merely a technicality and have no political significance.

Legal scholars have analysed the serious challenges that the externali-
sation of migration control poses for the responsibility and accountability 
of the EU (Brouwer 2010, pp. 210–211), with political scientists even 
suggesting that these policy developments are attractive for states pre-
cisely because they short-circuit judicial constraints (Guiraudon 2002, 
p. 194). This externalisation and the new forms of collaboration mean 
that legal norms spread easily between different spheres (Klepp 2010,  
p. 20). Training programmes for identifying fraud, for example, allow 
international liaison officers in emigration countries to become familiar 
with the security company employees responsible for checking docu-
ments for carriers. These liaison officers are thus directly able to pass on 
the latest instructions that police officers at Schengen borders receive 
from their respective ministries.

The effects of the externalisation of border policies extend beyond 
questions of individuals’ access to dynamics of human development, 
care, and social protection. The way in which individuals in the Global 
South balance different aspects of human development depends on how 
much they have internalised European border discourses. By the “inter-
nalisation of European border discourses,” I mean the dominance of the 
nation-state as the primary source of identification and social protec-
tion, as well—more broadly—as the dominance of connected normative 
positions, such as the primacy of national development over community 
development, and the positive obligation of states to collaborate with 
immigration states so as to prevent citizens’ illegality abroad.

Different social groups in the Global South stand to gain or lose in 
different ways from the internalising of border and fraud discourses. 
Individuals from linguistic minorities who are discriminated against, for 
example, stand to obtain less security from their nation-state than indi-
viduals from socially privileged families with easy access to gatekeepers in 
ruling parties or well-positioned state officials.
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criminAlisAtion of emigrAtion: the cAse of cAmeroon

Travel documents that are classified by state actors as “fraudulent” are 
mostly financed with the help of travellers’ families and social networks 
for the purpose of enabling the social mobility of both the traveller and 
those who contributed to the travel project. Anti-fraud discourses crimi-
nalise people and organisations involved in facilitating travel projects 
that do not match the narrowly defined criteria of immigration states—
amongst others, by insisting that only state-authorised people and organ-
isations are able to produce legal travel documents. In this manner, 
anti-fraud discourses reinforce both the hegemony of state narratives of 
national identity (Paasi 2009, p. 230) and the idea that nation-states are 
communities of value (Anderson 2013).

Consequently, border controls are legitimated in terms of the values 
they are supposed to defend, regardless of whose development and well-
being these values promote. In the wake of policy initiatives that exter-
nalise migration control, emigration states have begun to adopt a more 
security-driven approach to migration that disregards care needs and 
social risks of citizens in the Global South. Similar to the developments 
referred to above in respect of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, Cameroon 
has seen the emergence of a new offence of “attempting to emigrate ille-
gally.” As a traditional sending state in sub-Saharan Africa, Cameroon 
has had long-standing migration flows and connections with France as a 
receiving state. However, while emigrants’ remittances are important to 
Cameroon, they do not play the same role in its domestic economy as, 
for instance, in Ghana or Mali.

The political regime in place in Cameroon since 1982 has long regarded 
emigrants in the diaspora as potential sources of opposition to the coun-
try’s internal domestic order. The only person I found willing to openly 
criticise the crackdown by Cameroonian police officers on nationals 
deported to Cameroon in the 1990s, as well as current police practices vis-
à-vis non-admitted nationals, was a human rights lawyer who was also a 
key figure in the opposition to President Paul Biya, President since 1982. 
Cameroonian attitudes towards migration also vary according to ethnic ori-
gins. Francophone Cameroonians, for example, are more likely to see ille-
gal migration as tarnishing the country’s national image more than their 
Anglophone counterparts (Pelican 2012). Consequently, migration infor-
mation campaigns seeking to prevent departure projects are always initiated 
by Francophone Cameroonians rather than Anglophone Cameroonians.
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Since 2009, a bilateral agreement between Cameroon and France has 
provided a framework for coordinated management of migration flows and 
co-development between the two countries.5 This agreement covers four 
different policy domains. First, it includes a non-implemented clause on 
the circulation of people between France and Cameroon, while second, it 
sets out procedures for re-admitting people with an irregular status, includ-
ing a requirement for migrants to be supported financially by the French 
state (dispositif d’aide au retour). Third, the agreement covers police coop-
eration between France and Cameroon,6 with the fourth and final part of 
the agreement comprising a varied series of measures under the heading of 
co-development. These measures range from voluntary return programmes 
for skilled Cameroonians in France to a heavily subsidised reform of the 
Cameroonian civil registry7 and the provision of much smaller amounts for 
facilitating migrants’ remittances from France to Cameroon.8

A closer look at this bilateral agreement on migration and co-devel-
opment reveals a bias towards facilitating return and combating fraud. 
This agreement forms part of a broader move towards transnational pol-
icy efforts to combat fraud. While talking to me at the exit and entry 
controls at Douala and Yaoundé international airports, Cameroonian 
police officers often gave accounts of opportunities to travel to France 
for workshops and fraud-detection training. In this way, bilateral co-
operation has put fraud high on the agenda of state agents in Cameroon.

The fraud agenda has been influential in producing a new criminal 
offence in Cameroon, specifically the offence of “attempting to emigrate 
illegally.” This offence—based on a national law defining how nation-
als and foreigners are legally permitted to exit and enter the country, as 
well as a definition of fraud in the Cameroonian Criminal Code—derives 
from case law rather than legislation. In conversation with me, a state 
council (procureur) hinted at having received instructions from the 
Ministry of Justice to crack down on fraud and unauthorised migration.

The criminalisation of emigration becomes most visible when 
Cameroonian state agents receive returnees back into the national ter-
ritory. The Cameroonian border police at Douala international airport 
maintain a registry of cases of forced returns, including deportations, 
assisted return flights for those who gave up in the course of their over-
land migration attempts, other assisted return flights (mostly from 
Europe), non-admissions, and boarding refusals at the level of the air-
port in Cameroon.9 In the two years between June 2011 and May 2013, 
France was consistently the country sending back the highest numbers 
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of deportees and non-admitted travellers, while other important source 
countries for forced returns were Spain, Cyprus, Belgium, the UK, and 
Germany. on average, the Cameroonian police registered 220 cases of 
forced returns each year during that period.10 The Cameroonian gov-
ernment only accepts a maximum of four returnees per commercial 
flight. Desiring to avoid political upheaval or negative media attention, 
Cameroonian authorities categorically refuse chartered flights for forced 
returnees. This poses a challenge to Spanish, but not so much to French 
authorities.

Most of the forced returns recorded by the Cameroonian border 
police were deportations and assisted return flights for those who had 
failed with their overland migration projects. Boarding refusals end up 
in the police files only when airline companies or private security staff 
choose to signal these cases to the police. This does not occur systemati-
cally. Non-admitted travellers are at much greater risk of detention and 
criminal prosecution than travellers who are denied boarding. Returns 
after decisions of non-admission are rarely studied, but quantitatively 
important. In the Cameroonian case, almost every third person involun-
tarily returning to Cameroon had not been admitted to the territory of 
his or her intended destination. The police registered 153 cases of non-
admission between June 2011 and May 2013. For the EU, Eurostat 
recorded a total of 490 cases of non-admission and 755 cases of deporta-
tions for Cameroonians in 2012.

The reason that the number of non-admissions is relatively low is 
because carrier sanctions oblige airlines to conduct exit controls in the 
form of document checks before any passenger can board an aircraft 
heading for Europe. on the ground, employees of private security 
companies, such as International Airport Control and Safety Services 
Company (SICASS), are responsible for checking the travel documents, 
reasons for travel, and family ties of any individual wanting to leave 
Cameroon by air. Cameroonian nationals have little scope to challenge 
these decisions on the spot as they would then be liable to accusations 
of fraud or a boarding refusal on other grounds. SICASS is one of the 
parties in charge of document checks for flights from Douala airport to 
France, Belgium, Morocco, and Turkey; its staff estimated that they fail 
to prevent around three non-admissions each month.

Non-admitted travellers returning to Cameroon are identifiable to 
police officers because of “non-admission” stamps in their passports. As 
such, these returnees are vulnerable to monetary extortion, detention, 
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threats of imprisonment, actual imprisonment, and criminal prosecu-
tion. The police at Douala airport self-reported 142 cases of police hear-
ings, 8 cases of prolonged detention, and 5 cases of criminal prosecution 
between June 2011 and May 2013. Except for two cases of board-
ing refusals, all police hearings, detentions and criminal prosecutions 
involved non-admitted travellers. In the event of suspected identity theft 
(i.e., usage of somebody else’s travel documents), Cameroonian police 
officers ask family members of the relevant person to verify and establish 
the individual’s “real” identity.

If the Cameroonian border police decide that a forced return requires 
criminal prosecution, the person is handed over to the judiciary police, 
who then transfer him or her to New Bell prison to await judgment. The 
criminal court located closest to the airport and prison is the Tribunal 
Penal de Première Instance of Bonanjo. The court’s register lists at least 
50 cases of criminal prosecutions for “attempts to emigrate illegally.” 
The vast majority of these involved men, while only six cases speci-
fied additional charges such as identity theft, vagrancy, fraud, or lack of 
identification.

While Rumford (2007) stresses that border controls are no longer the 
prime derogative of nation-states, the above statistics suggest that this 
point requires qualification. Externalisation and outsourcing transform, 
but do not necessarily reduce, state power. Police officers, prison guards, 
and judges in Cameroon enforce European borders through criminal 
charges and judicial procedures. A criminal offence of “attempting to emi-
grate illegally” thus feeds into the proliferation of borders (Rumford 2007, 
p. 328), and creates new powers for state agents in emigration countries.

forced returns And risks in countries of origin

A focus on the actions of states and citizens in the Global South allow 
us to consider the remote impact of northern border controls on peo-
ple with aspirations for geographic and social mobility. In theory, 
Cameroonian border officers primarily target unauthorised paper docu-
ments. In practice, however, returned individuals become suspect citi-
zens when picked up during border controls at the domestic airport and 
subsequently escorted to the police station for investigation. People’s 
linguistic competences, ethnic origins, educational background, and gen-
eral social standing shape power relations between police officers and 
returnees. In the following, I review return risks for a series of forced 



240  M.J. ALPES

returns, including departure projects that fail due to boarding refusals by 
both airline and ship companies, deportations, and assisted return pro-
grammes. Most forced returnees come, by far, from France and Spain, 
followed by Belgium, Germany, Cyprus, Denmark, the UK, Georgia, 
Switzerland, and Italy.

If intercepted by the police, individuals attempting to leave Cameroon 
without travel documents will be prosecuted for “attempting to emi-
grate illegally.” Hamidou and Bouba were both in their early twenties 
when I met them. From poor families and without any formal educa-
tion, they had been unable to make a living in Cameroon and saw migra-
tion as their only escape from misery. Hamidou and Bouba were tried 
for the same offence, at the same time, after both had tried to emigrate 
from Cameroon by stowing away on a boat transporting wood to China. 
During his time in prison in 2014, I was able to interview Hamidou.

Hamidou comes from a family of 11 children. At the age of 19, he 
left his village in the north of Cameroon to join an older brother in 
Douala, who worked in transporting and trading goods at the Nigerian 
border. Hamidou was the only person in his family who had not been 
able to save up enough money to get married. Having suffered from 
tuberculosis for two years, he was heavily in debt and decided that trying 
to travel to Europe was the only way out of his situation. He knew the 
risk of being thrown overboard by the boat’s crew, but preferred taking 
this chance. Attempting to emigrate in this way was an alternative to his 
social death, meaning a total lack of any prospect to attain a minimum 
level of social visibility, respect, and status. Deprived of both material 
comfort and social standing, attempting to migrate by hiding on a boat 
was a suicide mission, but one that gave him the possibility of winning 
the lottery and thus improving his situation through migration.

After two days on board, Hamidou and Bouba came out of their hid-
ing places. Each had sought refuge on the boat separately and discovered 
the other’s presence only when they came out of hiding. The crew first 
threatened to throw both men overboard, but then decided to alert the 
Cameroonian police, who came to get them because as they were still in 
Cameroonian waters. After a police hearing on the mainland, Hamidou 
and Bouba were sent to New Bell prison on 3 January 2014. Several 
weeks later, on 14 February 2014, they were both charged with “having 
attempted to emigrate illegally” and vagrancy (defined by the absence of a 
fixed income or a residence). Thus criminalised for both international and 
domestic mobility, both were sentenced to two months’ imprisonment.
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Here, unauthorised travel documents were not at stake in the emigra-
tion trajectory as Hamidou and Bouba had simply attempted to leave 
the country without a valid passport, identity card, or visa. As they did 
not reach another country, they were dependent solely on their coun-
try of nationality for social protection. The Cameroonian prison system, 
however, is seriously underfunded, with detention being characterised 
by international organisations as inhumane and degrading (Amnesty 
International 2013).

Unlike non-admitted travellers such as Hamidou and Bouba, depor-
tees have successfully crossed international borders. Indeed, many depor-
tees may have lived in another state for several years. However volatile 
and temporal, these connections can serve as a source of minimal protec-
tion. In the 1990s, for example, a British asylum NGo commissioned 
a Cameroonian human rights lawyer to report on the imprisonment of 
deportees that was then standard practice in Cameroon. The report pro-
duced was subsequently used in support of potential deportees’ asylum 
claims. Following this international attention, imprisonment practices 
have become rare since 2007. The human rights lawyer suggested that 
this was because the UK had put pressure on the Cameroonian govern-
ment to end imprisonment practices so that deportations to Cameroon 
would be able to continue unchallenged.

Although imprisonment is no longer systematic, deportees may none-
theless face detention, monetary extractions, and threats of imprison-
ment. In principle, deporting states first contact the consulate of the 
country to which they want to deport a person. By issuing a laissez-pas-
ser, deportee-receiving states confirm the nationality of, and guarantee 
safe passage for, persons to be deported. As repressive practices by the 
Cameroonian state are still alive in public memory, many Cameroonian 
deportees prefer to call family members before being deported. These 
family members are then charged with locating contacts at the airport 
(preferably in the police) that, in return for some financial recompense, 
will guarantee safe passage and avoid preventive detention and the threat 
of imprisonment. Even if deportees have a laissez-passer, police offic-
ers may still ask them to “regularise their situation” by paying (Central 
African Franc) CFA 150,000, plus a further CFA 50,000 for the cost of 
detention at the airport (approximately €300 in total). When faced with 
the threat of the notorious New Bell prison, many deportees understand-
ably prefer to pay rather than to risk rape, killings, or health issues due to 
unhygenic food and living conditions.
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Miranda’s case of deportation clearly illustrates the informality of 
power relations between deportees and Cameroonian state agents. 
Miranda is Anglophone and was deported from Belgium in 2010 after 
being intercepted in Germany and found not to have a valid visa in her 
passport. She arrived at Douala airport on Friday evening and was held 
in police custody until Monday morning before being able to speak to 
the commissioner. Miranda explained her situation as follows: “When 
they [the Cameroonian police] catch you there with a problem, no 
matter whether small or big, they will just frighten you to send you to 
prison. There are some people that when you arrive at the airport, they 
allow them to go. They do not trouble them. But sometimes if they 
catch you, then you have to spend some money before you go.”

Miranda, herself, spent three days and nights in preventive detention 
at Douala airport upon arrival back in Cameroon. During this time, she 
was only allowed to wash and change her clothes once. She was able to 
eat only because her sister brought her some food11 after a female police 
officer had agreed to lend Miranda her personal phone, so that she 
could contact her sister. “She [the sister] was doing all the negotiations. 
otherwise I believe they would have sent me to prison.”

The police accused Miranda of fraud, while her sister argued that 
Miranda’s visas were valid. The commissioner asked Miranda’s sister for 
the equivalent of €1000 for her release, which her sister was unable to 
raise. It was only thanks to intercession by an acquaintance who used to 
be a police commissioner that they were able to reach a settlement. In 
the end, Miranda’s sister paid the equivalent of €300, later followed by 
a further €150. Although this allowed Miranda to leave the airport, the 
officer retained her passport as Miranda refused to give him a bottle of 
whiskey, in addition to the money already paid, in return for her pass-
port. For a long time it was difficult for Cameroonians to obtain a pass-
port from their state, and although passports have now become more 
readily available, visas are still a rare resource. Miranda wanted her pass-
port back, because it contained the genuine visa with which she had been 
travelling before on her trip to Germany and, at the cost of a further 
€10, she was eventually able to retrieve it, a few weeks after her release.

Just like deportees, participants in “voluntary” return programmes 
are also vulnerable to spontaneous requests by state agents. out of 
twenty-three interviews, two participants reported coming under pres-
sure to pay police officers and being afraid of imprisonment upon arrival 
in Cameroon. Both were Anglophones in a predominantly Francophone 



12 “NoN-ADMITTED”: MIGRATIoN-RELATED DETENTIoN oF FoRCIBLY …  243

country. In line with the generalised discrimination against Anglophone 
Cameroonians in the country, Anglophone deportees are, upon return, 
more vulnerable to suspicion and extortion by police officers who 
are generally Francophone. 40-year-old Stefan, for example, gave 
CFA 400,000 (€600) to police officers on his assisted return flight to 
Douala airport. Wanting to increase his profit margin from his small-scale 
trade in Cameroon, he had travelled to France on a one-month tourist 
visa. When asked why he had given money to the Cameroonian police 
upon his assisted return, Stefan explained that the airport police offic-
ers had accused him of damaging Cameroon’s image abroad. During his 
interactions with the police officers, he was threatened with detention 
and ultimately a transfer to New Bell prison by the judiciary police.

Social networks are important resources for returnees. When talking 
about his return to Cameroon, 40-year-old Bernard explained that he 
did not experience any problems with the police because he had a friend 
who was a commissioner in Douala. Before leaving Italy, after 10 years of 
work without a residence permit, he had called this friend and requested 
his protection to avoid being sent to New Bell prison. Although Bernard 
was part of an assisted return programme, neither he, nor the commis-
sioner in Douala, considered it safe for him to arrive at Douala airport 
without assistance. The commissioner therefore travelled to the airport 
and arranged for his friend’s release from the airport police station.

In a context where efforts to combat fraud are high on police officers’ 
agendas in both the Global North and South, the ever-present suspicions 
of fraud are transferred from migrants to citizens in countries with high 
emigration rates. Regardless of whether they have travel documents from 
authorised or unauthorised actors, forced returnees are regularly forced 
to pay money in order to avoid detention and imprisonment.

non-Admission And frAud

Restrictive border controls undermine family-based forms of loyalty 
that may require cross-border movements, regardless of whether these 
movements are sanctioned by state authorities. At the same time, border 
controls and anti-fraud programmes create opportunities for actors with 
stakes in, or connections to, forms of state power. The following section 
draws on two cases of non-admission—Robert and Pamela—to analyse 
returnees’ vulnerabilities, as well as to highlight the profits that various 
agents can generate from combating fraud in migration trajectories. Both 
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cases examined were vulnerable because of Cameroonian state agents 
internalising the norms of border control officers in immigration states.

Robert’s attempt to enter Turkey on a passport other than his own 
was criminalised by Cameroonian state agents and he consequently spent 
almost two months in prison. I met him in prison in Douala, Cameroon, 
and followed his court proceedings for several months. Robert comes 
from the Anglophone part of Cameroon and studied at university for a 
year, but had to abandon his studies due to lack of financial resources. 
After a period of unemployment in Cameroon, he worked on a construc-
tion site in Equatorial Guinea for over a year. With the money he was 
able to save there, he paid a broker to obtain documents that allowed 
him to travel to Turkey in 2011. Robert worked informally in Turkey for 
almost two years. When both his father and sister passed away in 2013, 
he decided to return to Cameroon for their funerals.

As an undocumented migrant, Robert knew that returning to 
Cameroon to attend family funerals exposed him to the risk of not being 
able to return to his new home and place of work in Turkey. After his 
visit, he tried to return to Turkey by obtaining a visa for Dubai and pur-
chasing a Turkish Airlines flight with a stopover in Istanbul. His passport 
and visa complied with all the requirements when he left Cameroon. 
During the stopover in Istanbul, however, he attempted to enter Turkey 
with the passport of a Cameroonian friend, who did have a residence 
permit. The Turkish police noticed that it was not Robert’s own passport 
and so refused him entry. They then confiscated the friend’s passport 
and handed Robert over to Turkish Airlines’ head of transit, who duti-
fully returned him—at the airline’s expense—to his airport of departure, 
Douala.

Although Robert had attempted to enter Turkey on somebody else’s 
passport, his departure from Cameroon had been entirely legal. He had 
had his own passport, as well as a valid visa and travel ticket for Dubai. 
Nevertheless, when he left the aeroplane in Douala in the middle of 
the night, he was intercepted by the Cameroonian border police, who 
noticed the “non-admission” stamp in his passport. The latter accused 
him, as Robert told me in a later interview, of “being Nigerian.” 
Although Robert speaks exceptionally good French for an Anglophone 
Cameroonian, he was vulnerable vis-à-vis the Francophone police officers 
for coming from a part of the country often associated with being more 
critical of the current political regime. Robert claimed that police officers 
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from the minority group of Anglophones would not have treated him in 
the same manner.

Robert was detained at the airport police station until the next even-
ing. After a police hearing, the border police transferred him to the judi-
ciary police in Douala, where he was detained for a further three days. It 
was only then that he was finally able to contact his family. Samuel, an 
uncle of roughly the same age, and whom Robert thus refers to as his 
“brother,” promised to plead his case with the judiciary police. Samuel 
was a trader who occasionally travelled to Dubai and China on business. 
Upon arriving in Douala, Samuel attempted to stop Robert’s case at the 
level of the judiciary police by financially motivating respective officers. 
Despite Samuel’s intervention, however, Robert was transferred to New 
Bell prison.

The Cameroonian penitentiary system does not separate convicted 
criminals from detainees being held in preventive custody; as a result, 
inmates can easily be subjected to rape, murder, or other acts of violence 
(Djoukouo 2013). From one day to the next, therefore, Robert found 
himself in a situation of extreme violence and hardship. The prison food, 
for example, caused digestive problems, both for him and other detain-
ees, and it was only thanks to Samuel’s financial support that he was 
able to buy food from market women, which did not cause him health 
issues. Another problem was that detainees at New Bell are not auto-
matically given beds and cells to sleep in. once again, Robert was able 
to rely on Samuel’s money to buy access rights to a cell from some of 
the prison guards. A few days later, however, the guards transferred new 
inmates into his cell. Robert then decided to give up the cell, to buy a 
mattress, and to sleep in the open with everyone else. In prison, Robert 
also needed money from Samuel to be able to pay for access rights to 
the toilet and bathroom, as well as the “new man tax”—a fee levied by 
“prison chiefs” (senior inmates who collaborate with prison guards) to 
install discipline and order among prison inmates.

Robert was detained in New Bell prison in Douala from early January 
2014, but did not appear in court until three weeks later. Although he 
tried to explain his case to the judge, he was quickly told, “to shut up.” 
The judge was only interested in hearing whether he pleaded guilty or 
not guilty to the offences of identity theft and “attempting to emigrate 
illegally.” There was no room for discussion. Robert, like most other 
prison inmates, did not have a lawyer.
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It took Samuel several weeks and a total of €400 (the equivalent of 
a good monthly salary, and twice the salary of a junior university lec-
turer) to obtain the favours of the State Council and the judge in ques-
tion. When I raised the possibility of legal defence by a lawyer, Samuel 
pointed out the vulnerability of his nephew and the extreme powers of 
the Cameroonian state system: “Francophones are very funny. If you 
start to work with rights, saying that you know your human rights, they 
can even abandon your case. You will stay here forever. So it’s better to 
just work according to their command.”

After one month of detention, the court finally announced Robert’s 
sentence of one month’s imprisonment. It then took several more weeks 
of struggles on the part of Samuel to get Robert released from prison. 
Studying actual travel trajectories makes it very clear that personal nego-
tiation skills are key skills. Some Cameroonians report that acquaintances 
have had to pay CFA 1,500,000 (€2200) at the airport in order to avoid 
a court case, while other interviewees, such as Pamela, never had to face 
criminal prosecution.

At the age of 31, Pamela had a law degree, but no employment. She 
had tried several times—both with, and without, a broker—to emigrate, 
but each time had failed for a different reason. Her parents were close 
to retirement and needed an older member of their family to generate 
income so that the younger children could go to school. They there-
fore paid a migration broker from their home village to organise another 
travel and migration attempt for Pamela. Although Pamela planned to 
live and work in Scandinavia, the broker provided Pamela and her travel 
companion with visas for Ukraine. With an Italian residence permit, they 
were supposed to cross into the Schengen area and then move freely 
across Europe to their desired destination.

At Douala airport, before they had left Cameroon, Pamela and her 
companion were asked to stand aside before boarding the plane. They 
were told that the police had doubts about their travel documents; they 
therefore needed to “motivate” the officer to guarantee their passage 
to the plane. Pamela could not reduce the sum demanded below €300 
because the police officers knew that she had €900 as they had just asked 
her to prove whether she had sufficient means of subsistence for her 
travel. In this way, legal requirements reduced Pamela’s scope for negoti-
ating with the Cameroonian police.

Upon arrival at Kiev airport, Pamela and her companion were not 
admitted to Ukraine. As well as the telephone number of their supposed 



12 “NoN-ADMITTED”: MIGRATIoN-RELATED DETENTIoN oF FoRCIBLY …  247

business partner not being reachable, they did not have the full address 
of the company with which they were supposedly going to do business in 
Ukraine. Their visas, which were only valid for another week, were can-
celled at the airport.

As they had arrived in Kiev with Aeroflot, the airline took them back 
via Moscow to Dubai, where they waited for four days in the interna-
tional zone of the airport. As Pamela and her companion had originally 
arrived in Dubai with Kenyan Airways, Aeroflot was no longer responsi-
ble for returning them to Cameroon. Eventually, the migration broker 
in Cameroon sent Pamela and her travel companion a flight ticket for a 
Kenyan Airways flight via Nairobi to Douala, Cameroon.

As Dubai immigration officers had the travel documents for Pamela 
and her companion, they escorted them onto the Kenyan Airways aer-
oplane. Upon arrival in Nairobi, Pamela and her companion were told 
to remain seated in the aeroplane until Kenyan immigration officers 
escorted them to their flight to Douala. Pamela was concerned about 
how she would be treated by the Cameroonian police upon arrival at 
Douala. She told me that, as she now knew herself to be in Africa; she 
took her chance and managed to persuade the Kenyan police officer 
to release her travel documents (including the Italian residence per-
mit) in exchange for €50. Afraid of extortions and threats of imprison-
ment in Cameroon, Pamela went straight to the toilet and destroyed 
the Italian residence permit she had just re-purchased, keeping only 
her Cameroonian passport containing the cancelled Ukrainian visa. 
“otherwise, I’d still be in New Bell.”

Authorities of deporting states entrust deportees’ travel documents 
to staff of the airline transporting the returnees. The airline staff in turn 
hand the travel documents over to the police authorities upon arrival at 
the airport in the relevant country of origin or nationality. Cameroonian 
police officers in charge of legal enquiries systematically conduct inter-
views with nationals who have been subject to non-admission and depor-
tation. During these hearings, officers seek to verify various things, 
including whether returnees are indeed Cameroonian nationals. officers 
also use these hearings to collect information that could be useful to 
them in their criminal investigations against smugglers, migration bro-
kers, and intermediaries who sell travel documents. These interviews pro-
vide a platform for spontaneous requests by police officers that the latter 
feel justified in formulating, given their mandate to combat fraud.

Upon arrival at Douala airport, Pamela paid another €20 to the 
Cameroonian police officers, who then waved her through. She was not 
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detained or imprisoned. She had spent a total of €370 on Cameroonian 
and Kenyan police officers, with all this money to secure safe passage 
through police controls upon her forced return having to be raised by 
her retired parents; in other words, it was the money and the police offic-
ers’ willingness to accept it that saved Pamela from imprisonment.

Anti-fraud programmes create vulnerabilities for returnees, while 
also fuelling corruption in migrants’ countries of origin. The strength 
of family networks and the quality of personal negotiating skills deter-
mine whether detention and imprisonment can be avoided or shortened. 
Protection from corruption thus fuels further corruption (Carling et al. 
2015), while family interventions create new forms of indebtedness for 
returned and aspiring travellers. As a result, returnees without social net-
works and money are particularly vulnerable.

conclusion

Based on a review of case law, observations of imprisonment practices 
and narratives of returnees’ experiences in Cameroon, this chapter has 
sought to identify characteristics of contemporary border policing and 
consequences of return. Sovereign control over nation-states’ borders 
has seen important transformations in the course of its externalisation 
and privatisation, with both processes diffusing legal norms to new actors 
and places. Today much migration control occurs through exit con-
trols. This chapter explored how the externalisation of border policing 
is also connected to the internalisation of legal norms that were origi-
nally developed by the Global North as a means of controlling its own 
borders.

In places of emigration, the internalisation of border policing becomes 
visible in the criminalisation of emigration. In line with European pol-
icy priorities in what are referred to as “co-development” initiatives, the 
Cameroonian police and judiciary system have come to see develop-
ment as a matter of needing to combat fraud. In this way, development is 
increasingly being seen as rooted in the needs and security of the nation-
state. In the case of Cameroonian migration policy, this plays itself out 
in the introduction of the offence of “attempting to emigrate illegally.” 
This offence causes returnees who have committed fraud in their travel 
attempt to be penalised twice: first by their involuntary return and, sec-
ond by the instigation of criminal proceedings against them.
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The empirical core of this chapter underlines the risks faced by return-
ees arriving back in their country of nationality. Individuals returning 
involuntarily to Cameroon risk monetary extortion, detention, criminal 
prosecution, and imprisonment. Support from their social networks is 
then crucial if they are to negotiate a safe passage and protection from 
police officers upon their return. Returnees also depend on their family 
networks to avoid and alleviate degrading and inhumane imprisonment 
conditions by negotiating and lobbying with state councils and judges on 
the outcome of court sentences. In this way, efforts to combat fraud fuel 
corruption, while also place additional strain on families in emigration 
countries and creating new dependencies and vulnerabilities.

The return narratives of this chapter thus reveal tensions between 
emerging legal norms and the subjectivities of aspiring migrants in the 
Global South. The absence of meaningful avenues for legal migration 
results in the prosecution of fraud, which in turn interferes on a norma-
tive level with family obligations, and care needs in the Global South. 
The externalisation and internalisation of border controls, including 
stringent entry controls, have both made it more difficult for subjects in 
the Global South to leave their country and produced a new category 
of returnees: “inadmissibles.” These are travellers who manage to leave 
their own country, but who never gain entry to the territory of another 
nation-state.

Supposedly, sovereign nation-states in the Global South gener-
ally fall short in terms of being able to provide meaningful avenues for 
social protection, employment, and care. Nonetheless, efforts to combat 
fraud portray the nation-state as the unique source of development. This 
conception of development has definite paybacks for elite families with 
a vested interest in the state in emigration countries. The active stance 
adopted by Cameroonian state agents in combating fraud creates both 
financial and social opportunities in Cameroon. Police officers, for exam-
ple, can aspire to travel to France for training and seminars, while judges 
and state councils have the chance to earn additional income to support 
their own families. These new connections have allowed border controls 
to create new subjectivities for state agents in the Global South.

The criminalisation of emigration in Cameroon is an example of how 
border policies create processing centers for implementing and enforc-
ing border policies in places of emigration. Not only do border poli-
cies lead to foreigners being imprisoned in immigration countries, but 
returnees can also be imprisoned in emigration countries because of 
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having attempted to travel without or with documents that are consid-
ered fraudulent. Although imprisonment of these non-admitted travellers 
is not easily visible to citizens in the Global North, “inadmissibles” are 
subjects whose vulnerability is immediately conditioned by border poli-
cies in that Global North.

notes

 1.  While fatalities are highest at sea borders, the numbers of entries and exits 
into and from the Schengen area are five to six times higher at land and 
air borders.

 2.  The question of voluntariness in return programs is complex (Chappart 
2014; Collyer 2012, pp. 286–287). While not having residence permits 
means that not all participants sign up for return programmes, many feel 
forced nevertheless to opt for such programmes. Many participants in 
voluntary return programmes also associate their return with a failure to 
achieve the aim of their initial migration.

 3.  Interviewees’ names have been changed to protect their privacy.
 4.  I wish to thank and acknowledge the work of Charlotte Blondel, Marie 

Conciatori, Nausicaa Preiss, Meritxell Sayos Monras, Suzanne Seiller 
and Janine Uhlmannsiek, who contributed to the “Airport Casualties: 
Migration Control, Human Rights and Countries of origin” project at 
Sciences Po Paris.

 5.  Accord France Cameroun relatif à la gestion concertée des flux migratoires 
et au développement solidaire.

 6.  Between 2009 and 2010, the French state provided 50,000 for police co-
operation under the Franco-Cameroonian agreement.

 7.  The agreement provides for a budget of 1,500,000 for reforming the civil 
registry.

 8.  These dispositions relate to special saving accounts for migrants who want 
to invest in Cameroon and the setting-up of a website comparing the 
transaction costs of various money transfer facilities.

 9.  During my research at the police station at Douala international airport, 
the commissioner instructed officers to compile a digital dataset for the 
research project, based on the existing registers.

 10.  owing to a lack of close supervision and training, actual numbers are very 
likely to be higher. I was unable, for example, to trace in the register the 
case of a non-admitted traveller whom I had met in the prison of New 
Bell in Douala and who had previously passed through Douala airport.

 11.  The Cameroonian police do not have a budget for communications or for 
looking after people in preventive detention.
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CHAPTER 13

Afterword. Deportation: The Last Word?

Nicholas De Genova

Deportation presents a paradox of namelessness. In his well-known bal-
lad “Deportee,” also known as “Plane Wreck at Los Gatos” (1948), 
Woody Guthrie’s haunting lyric—You won’t have your names when you 
ride the big airplane/All they will call you will be “deportees”—power-
fully evokes the desultory disregard for the human individuality of 
persons whose lives are travestied by deportation, rendering them effec-
tively anonymous. As ostensibly unwanted or undesirable non-citizens, 
their utter disposability appears to be finally and conclusively verified by 
deportation as a sovereign power’s exercise in virtual “waste removal,” a 
state’s perfunctory and mundane act of “taking out the trash.” Hence, it 
is no accident that, etymologically, the origins of the very word “depor-
tation” would indicate a carrying away, a removal, a disposal (De Genova 
2014). Guthrie was moved to lament the anonymity of deportees when 
a deportation flight crashed in California and was reported in New York 
with the four names of only the white (US citizen) crew and security 
guard, callously relegating the 28 deceased Mexican/migrant work-
ers to a derisive namelessness even in the face of their tragic deaths.1 In 
this example, like so many others, the social and juridical disposability 
of deportable migrants was evidently prefigured, as well as retroactively 
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validated, by the racialised degradation of their human personhood. The 
deportees were casually represented as persons undeserving, even in 
death, of individuality, just as they were merely particular instances of an 
anonymous illegalised mass, a multitude of racialised migrant labourers, 
a virtual herd of beasts of burden. If their deportations resulted on this 
occasion in their untimely deaths, the actual eradication of the deportees’ 
individual lives—their personal identities and life trajectories—emerged 
as a frightfully routine and prosaic fact of deportation, more generally. 
Here today, gone tomorrow. out of sight, out of mind. Case closed. 
Thus, at least from the perspective of the deporting state power, depor-
tation appears to be the final act, the proverbial last word.

From the perspective of the deporting state power, presumptively 
undeserving, unwanted, or undesirable—and therefore illegitimate and 
“illegal,” if not “criminal”—deportees are pervasively figured as virtual 
human “rubbish,” a kind of “garbage” of globalisation, nameless “losers” 
in the high-stakes global game of capital accumulation and bordering (De 
Genova 2016).2 Thus, deportees are depicted as being “dumped” on the 
receiving states, in the words of a senior government minister quoted in 
the chapter by Leanne Weber and Powell (this volume). For their part, 
deportees readily liken the bitterness of their condition to “coming home 
to nothing,” and “being stuck” with “nowhere to go” (Turnbull, this vol-
ume) and indeed, oftentimes, with nothing to do, “trapped” in a place 
that feels “like a prison away from prison” (Hasselberg, this volume). 
In a telling turn of phrase, Sarah Turnbull (this volume) likens the pro-
found disruption of deportation to “being disappeared” from one’s own 
life, and one of her deported interlocutors eloquently adds: “I don’t live 
my life, I’m living someone else’s.” Predictably, for some deportees, the 
lived consequences of this sort of extreme alienation are a psychological 
trauma so severe that it may only come to finally be alleviated in suicide. 
In other instances, deported migrants are suspected of having originally 
fled the countries of their birth or citizenship as political opponents of 
authoritarian regimes (Alpes, this volume; Collyer, this volume; Lecadet, 
this volume), or are sent back to conflict zones amidst civil war, converting 
their deportations into de facto acts of refoulement (Collyer, this volume; 
Majidi, this volume), whereby return may subject them to persecution, 
extortion, rape, torture, and death.

Yet, the sociopolitical erasure and the symbolic namelessness of the 
deported within the totalising machinations of any deportation regime are 
nonetheless paradoxical because these more general socio-political condi-
tions are very commonly contradicted by the fundamentally individualising 
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character of deportation within the fastidious bureaucratic functioning of 
administrative apparatuses of immigration control. As I have written pre-
viously, deportation presents a precise point of intersection and indistinc-
tion between totalising biopolitical procedures and modern governmental 
techniques of individualisation (De Genova 2010a, p. 34). Thus, although 
such generalisations may not always strictly apply in cases of mass expul-
sions (such as those described in this volume by Nassim Majidi for Iran’s 
routine round-ups and deportations of “illegal” Afghans), it is generally 
true that deportation tends to always be applied in a rather targeted man-
ner on particular individuals whose specific identities and circumstances are 
more or less documented and meticulously inscribed within the bureau-
cratic machinery of expulsion. Consequently, as borne out by the fine eth-
nography showcased in this volume, despite the deportees’ socio-political 
anonymity and their erasure from the purview of many of the deporting 
states’ citizenries, deportees are seldom nameless in fact, and paradoxically 
tend to be encumbered with a burgeoning of documentation that testi-
fies to the administrative superintendence of what is widely euphemised 
as their “removal” and “return.” While deportations are plainly debasing 
and destructive for individual deportees, their loved ones, and their wider 
communities, the bureaucratic rationality that coldly executes such severely 
punitive measures as “standard operating procedure,” and the consequently 
heartless disregard for the veritable cruelty of deportation for those whose 
lives are thereby derailed, convert a systemic violence into the simple and 
banal functionality of a presumptively efficient governmental apparatus. It 
is in this respect that I have elsewhere (De Genova 2014) suggested that 
Hannah Arendt’s ([1963] 2006) idea of the “banality of evil” is instructive 
when we confront and seek to challenge such otherwise routine “admin-
istrative” punishments as deportation. It was indeed the dehumanising 
reduction of individuals into “functionaries and mere cogs in the adminis-
trative machinery”—as well as the reduction of others into the mere objects 
of its power—that Arendt deemed to be not only “the essence of totalitar-
ian government” but also, remarkably, “perhaps the nature of every bureau-
cracy” (Arendt [1963] 2006, p. 289).

Here, it is perhaps helpful to recall that the banality of the deporta-
tion evil is ordinarily not the exclusive unilateral affair of a single deport-
ing nation-state but rather tends to involve international cooperation 
and coordination between at least two states. Thus, as Shahram Khosravi 
underscores in his Introduction to this book, deportation provides a key 
site from which to problematise the methodological nationalism that has 
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long been endemic to social science and specifically to much of migration 
studies. Indeed, it is in this spirit that Nathalie Peutz and I (De Genova 
and Peutz 2010) have proposed that deportation entails the entrench-
ment and expansion of a veritably global regime (cf. Walters 2010). To 
shift our critical scrutiny from the more customary contexts of deporting 
states to those states entrusted with overseeing the reception of depor-
tees, as the contributions to this volume do, supplies an absolutely cru-
cial empirical and analytical framework for deepening our understanding 
of precisely these transnational, intercontinental, post-colonial configu-
rations of the deportation regime. Nathalie Peutz (2006/2010) issued 
the programmatic call for “an anthropology of removal,” arguing in 
part for the necessity to investigate what happens after deportation and 
to ethnographically document the lived experiences and perspectives of 
the rapidly escalating number of people around the world who have been 
subjected to the deportation power, whether directly or as the proverbial 
“collateral damage” of such devastating processes of rupture and dislo-
cation. Peter Nyers (2010) memorably characterised the abject reverse 
diaspora of deportees as a “deportspora” and Daniel Kanstroom (2012), 
specifically discussing the intensification of the US deportation regime, 
similarly invoked the image of a “new American diaspora.” of course, 
neither is it the case that deportation ever ceases to produce enduring 
ramifications in the places from which deportees have been expelled, 
where their abrupt dislocation and absences continue to be palpable 
(Dreby 2012, 2013; Drotbohm 2015; Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-
Sotelo 2013). Hence, further elaborating Nyers’s idea of “transnational 
corridors of expulsion” (Nyers [2003] 2010, p. 1070), Heike Drotbohm 
and Ines Hasselberg (2015) have more recently proposed the concept of 
the “deportation corridor,” and similarly Shahram Khosravi (2016) has 
suggested the concept of a “global circuit of deportation,” to elucidate 
how this regime creates a complex web of spatial and temporal inter-
connections across the planet through which migration and deportation 
increasingly entail a succession of serial multi-directional mobilities and 
repercussions.

In spite of the sheer violence of the disjunctures and ruptures inflicted 
though deportation, notably, ethnography confirms that those who 
have been rendered the objects of this power persistently reassert their 
own subjectivity. In Alice Gerlach’s research in Jamaica (this volume), a 
deported woman memorably complains that the stigma of deportation 
supplants her identity even when people know her actual name, branding 
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her simply as “deportee,” and thereby extending and reconstituting the 
namelessness that deportation works to impose on the deported, long 
after their “return.” Little surprise, then, that in Sarah Turnbull’s chapter 
in this volume, many of those who have been deported repudiate being 
depicted as mere “deportees,” rejecting the notion that they should be 
represented as “victims” (cf. Plambech, this volume). This book admi-
rably represents the genuine consolidation of a burgeoning scholarship 
around this vital new area of critical inquiry that has coalesced over the 
ensuing decade since Peutz’s intervention (Bhartia 2010; Brotherton 
and Barrios 2011; Coutin 2010, 2015; Dreby 2012, 2013; Drotbohm 
2011, 2015; Drotbohm and Hasselberg 2015; Galvin 2015; Golash-
Boza 2012, 2013, 2015; Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; 
Hasselberg 2015, 2016; Hiemstra 2012; Kanstroom 2012; Khosravi 
2009, 2016; Lecadet 2013; Schuster and Majidi 2013, 2015; Zilberg 
2004, 2007, 2011). Such ethnographic insights into the lived struggles 
of the deported (as well as their loved ones and communities) restore 
names and identities to those who have been subjected to deportation’s 
techniques of eradication, elucidates the enduring subjectivity of those 
who have been made the objects of such sovereign acts of state power, 
and illustrates the stubborn incorrigibility of human life against the myr-
iad forces that would seek to enforce its precarity and disposability.

Many of the chapters in this book provide an excruciating tapes-
try of exactly what Susan Coutin (2010), in her depiction of the post-
deportation condition in El Salvador, has memorably characterised as 
an outright “inviability of life.” Hasselberg (this volume) rightly makes 
a poignant intervention by cautioning against the prospect of an eth-
nography of (post-)deportation degenerating into “a pornography of 
suffering.” Nevertheless, it is indisputable that deportation inflicts a per-
nicious cascade of hardships and, commonly, a truly Kafkaesque multi-
plication of unfathomable punishments (Bhartia 2010). Time and again, 
the research showcased here verifies anew that the deported, upon their 
“return” to the countries of their ostensible citizenship, commonly con-
front new formations of suspicion, criminalisation, detention or impris-
onment, police abuse and sometimes brutality, prolonged surveillance, 
stigmatisation, hostility, marginalisation, destitution, and compounded 
precaritisation. As Maybritt Jill Alpes (this volume) highlights, the dra-
matic externalisation and outsourcing of border controls in recent years, 
particularly on the part of the EU, ensures that would-be migrants come 
to be illegalised as “non-admissible” long before they ever arrive in their 
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destinations, subjected to “exit” controls by the very states from which 
they seek to depart. In Cameroon, Alpes shows, aspiring migrants are 
criminalised, despite their ostensible citizenship, for the peculiarly post-
colonial offense of “attempting to emigrate illegally,” and for their very 
non-admissibility in the states of the Global North—an inadmissibility 
that is largely co-equal with their Cameroonian citizenship and national-
ity. As a result, retroactively, deportees are presumptively guilty for hav-
ing violated the borders of faraway lands by daring to leave the confines 
of their natal country without proper authorisation and with alleged 
recourse to subterfuge or fraud. Alpes astutely asks, therefore, whether 
the mere fact of juridical citizenship in many states should ever be pre-
sumed to signal safety, protection, or rights.

Not only do many deportees come to be re-criminalised after depor-
tation, they are often effectively re-constituted in the countries of their 
putative citizenship as newly undocumented persons and virtual foreign-
ers. The newly undocumented condition of many deportees is memora-
bly illustrated by Tanya Golash-Boza and Yajaira Ceciliano’s discussion 
(this volume) of the Dominican “letter of good conduct” (carta de 
buena conducta), a police certificate verifying one’s lack of any recent 
criminal record, which is a costly requirement for access to work in the 
formal labour market but which is only available to deported returnees 
after a long probationary period, and nonetheless permanently brands 
them as deportees and ensures the likelihood of their exclusion from 
such employment in any case. In many instances, as Coutin (2010) 
and Elana Zilberg (2004, 2007, 2011) demonstrate with regard to the 
deportation from the USA of Salvadoran “criminal aliens” who them-
selves never in fact migrated—having crossed state borders only as infants 
or young children and subsequently having spent their lives entirely in 
the USA, while yet juridically inscribed as (deportable) non-citizens—
the veritable inviability of the deportee condition often entails a process 
of their “migrantisation,” their “becoming migrant” (Tazzioli 2014; cf. 
Garelli and Tazzioli 2016, forthcoming; Riedner et al. 2016). As Evin 
Rodkey (this volume) notes for the analogous case of the Dominican 
Republic, such “deportees neither settled in the USA by choice, nor 
returned to their country of birth by choice.” Deportation into a con-
dition of virtual illegality, exile, and abandonment in their ostensible 
“home” countries frequently compels them to seek avenues for migra-
tion back to their true homes in the places from which they have been 
expelled (even when prospects for such return migration trajectories are 
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highly implausible). Strikingly similar processes of (re-)migrantisation 
are evident in analogous work on Jamaica (Golash-Boza 2013, 2015; 
cf. Gerlach, this volume) and the Dominican Republic (Brotherton and 
Barrios 2011; Golash-Boza and Ceciliano, this volume; Rodkey, this vol-
ume), as well as in related scenarios such as Somalia (Peutz 2006/2010), 
Samoa (Weber and Powell, this volume), Cape Verde (Drotbohm 2011, 
2015; Hasselberg, this volume), but notably, also in research in substan-
tially different contexts of deportation, such as the repeated mass depor-
tations of Afghans from Iran (Majidi, this volume) or of Zimbabweans 
from Botswana (Galvin 2015). Expulsion serves in many cases to merely 
produce temporary interruptions and spatial diversions for migrants’ pro-
jects, which then compel the deported to re-mobilise as soon as possible 
(Khosravi 2016; see also Majidi, this volume; Plambech, this volume). 
These dynamics of post-deportation migration are even more compel-
ling for those who are deported to so-called “third countries,” where 
they have neither the semblance of belonging nor citizenship, as in the 
example of asylum-seekers subjected to the EU’s Dublin III Regulation 
(Khosravi 2016; Picozza, forthcoming). “By now,” Ines Hasselberg (this 
volume) remarks incisively, “we know better than to take deportation as 
the end of migration.”

A parallel process of (re-)migrantisation is similarly evinced by the 
ordinarily very tenuous efforts (when they exist at all) toward deportees’ 
“reintegration,” whereby these ostensible citizens come to be treated, 
upon return, as virtual foreigners. of course, in the case of depor-
tees who have spent nearly all of their lives elsewhere, as is often true 
in the Salvadoran example, deportees are actual foreigners in the coun-
tries of their birth and juridical citizenship (see Kanstroom 2012). The 
very notion of “reintegration,” Sarah Turnbull (this volume) reminds 
us, incorrectly presupposes that deportees were “integrated” in the first 
place. Given the common affiliation of deportees with the stigma of 
criminality, moreover, such apparently magnanimous notions of “rein-
tegration” become conflated with more disciplinary ideas of “rehabilita-
tion” (Hasselberg, this volume; Weber and Powell, this volume). Thus, 
deportees come to be subjected to procedures and programmes (both 
governmental and non-) that reinforce their more general marginalisa-
tion and their construction as cultural contaminants, corrupting influ-
ences, social deviants, or genuine menaces to social order (cf. Drotbohm 
2011, 2015; Khosravi 2016; Peutz 2006/2010; Schuster and Majidi 
2013, 2015; see also Hasselberg, this volume; Majidi, this volume; 
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Rodkey, this volume; Weber and Powell, this volume). Rather than a 
return “home,” then, many deportees find themselves in what Khosravi 
has depicted as “a transnational space of expulsion, oscillating between 
redeparture and redeportation” (Khosravi 2016, p. 178; cf. Schuster and 
Majidi 2015). Indeed, as Majidi (this volume) adds, “remigration”—
increasingly experienced as obligatory and inevitable—begins to plainly 
exude many of the key features of “forced migration.”

Another formation of deportation presents itself in the form of 
“assisted voluntary returns.” In these instances, the neoliberal induce-
ment for deportable migrants to consent and collude in their own 
otherwise obligatory and inescapable “return” tends to reduce “reinte-
gration” to a series of rather meagre cash payments (Collyer, this vol-
ume; Plambech, this volume). Remotely supervised by the deporting 
state, particularly in the case of those whose deportations may be legiti-
mated through the humanitarian logics of “protection” for the “victims” 
of “trafficking,” such “reintegration” formulas extend the deportees’ 
subjection to the power of the deporting state by sustaining a relation-
ship of dependency. In Sine Plambech’s chapter in this book, Nigerian 
migrant sex worker women expose the duplicity of the humanitarian 
rationales of “assisted voluntary return,” which require them to perform 
the role of “the good victim” in need of “rescue” in exchange for quite 
modest monetary compensation. Notably, for many of these women, 
the debt and effectively indentured labour that facilitate their migra-
tion ensure that sex work belongs to a continuum of other varieties of 
distinctly gendered migrant labour, from housekeeping to childcare to 
home care for the elderly, as well as other less pronouncedly feminised 
types of labour, from street vending to farm work. Remarkably, these 
women explain, it was deportation—inasmuch as it signified the “failure” 
of their migratory projects and, consequently, downward social mobil-
ity for themselves and their families—that presented “a bigger problem 
for them than the sex work, and that it was more embarrassing for them 
to be deported than to be former sex workers.” As a result, their post-
deportation eligibility for “reintegration” funds subjects them to a pro-
tracted condition of anxious waiting and dependency upon unreliable 
and capricious sources of financial support, purportedly intended to miti-
gate the very destitution and precarity that deportation itself has inflicted 
upon them. Similarly, Collyer (this volume) finds that such “pay-to-
go” schemes of voluntary deportation tend to culminate in predictably 
ineffective “development” programmes, such that fatuous promises of 
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“development” are revealed to be simply a legitimating fig leaf for one or 
another deportation regime, while actually ensuring that the “reintegra-
tion” of deportees is likewise assured to fail. In a parallel but different 
instance, “development” is invoked as the hallowed ideal of post-colo-
nial cooperation between France and Cameroon, in exchange for which 
the junior partner in enforcing the externalised borders of Europe must 
exhibit a demonstrable commitment to combatting the “fraud” of its 
own would-be migrant citizens (Alpes, this volume). Such heightened 
vigilance against fraud, however, merely multiplies the conditions of pos-
sibility for the extortion of bribes and thus contributes to the exacerba-
tion of corruption and impunity. Unsurprisingly, such a compounding 
of vulnerabilities for the deported tends to merely aggravate further the 
predicaments that make their post-deportation condition inviable, and 
re-animate the desire or compulsion to migrate.

Hence, we are confronted with a global deportation regime in con-
stant eruption. In its convulsions of expulsion, on an ever expanding 
scale, this global regime has generated ever-increasing multitudes of 
deportees—illegalised migrants, rejected refugees, as well as “crimi-
nal” denizens—who may be subjected by the deporting states to gov-
ernmental procedures of eradication and seeming anonymity, and who 
may likewise be castigated anew by receiving states, but who nevertheless 
persist—often against egregious odds, as the vital ethnographic work of 
this volume amply demonstrates—in their efforts to re-make their lives 
and reconfigure the stakes of their aspirations and ambitions. Such exam-
ples of endurance and perseverance ought not, however, to be reduced 
to mere “resilience” (a rather compromised fetish of the neoliberal lexi-
con if ever there was one). Instead, the persistence of deportees must 
be recognised as yet another instance of migrant struggles (Tazzioli et al. 
2015). These struggles may not ordinarily assert themselves in the cus-
tomary idioms and forms of collective political mobilisations, and may 
remain largely imperceptible to state power. However, as Clara Lecadet 
(this volume; cf. 2013, forthcoming) demonstrates, deportees have also 
repudiated their social anonymity and their political erasure, re-appropri-
ated their experiences of the humiliation, degradation, and brutality of 
deportation, and emerged as newly organised and articulate political sub-
jects. In this respect, erupting from within the global corridors of expul-
sion, the deported—manoeuvering between nameless undesirability and 
audacious self-assertion and collective opposition—have begun to iden-
tify and name what Lecadet calls “a hiatus between states” in order to 
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reclaim a space for their distinctly transversal struggles. Notably, in the 
enunciations of the Togolese deportees that Lecadet documents, this 
meant promoting a conception of freedom of movement that would 
be capacious enough to encompass not merely a freedom to leave but 
also to remain. Thus, in the post-deportation condition, we confront 
anew the elementary and elemental human freedom of movement (De 
Genova 2010a), and the incorrigibility of the autonomy and subjectiv-
ity of migration (De Genova 2010b). Much as the autonomy of migra-
tion instigates a contest in which state power never has the first word, 
what we may now conceive as the autonomy of deportation—an autonomy 
and subjectivity of the deported within and against their predicaments of 
deportation—similarly ensures that state power never has the last word, 
either. Thus, inasmuch as deportation is never reducible to a single act 
or event, we should likewise underscore that deportation seldom signals 
a genuine closure, is never truly a conclusion, and never signifies the last 
word.

notes

1.  At least 9 of the 32 passengers were witnessed leaping from the plane to 
their deaths. Twelve of the 28 Mexican workers were never identified. 
See Three Rocks Research, on the Wayback Machine Internet Archive: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20140320011329/http://www.picacho.
org/interest/dc3-site.html. Accessed 7 Feb 2017.

2.  It is important here to emphasise that I am referring to the hegemonic 
ideological rendering of people as virtual “waste,” and that this proposi-
tion ought to be rigorously distinguished from the rather uncritical rhetor-
ical recourse of one such as Zygmunt Bauman, who cynically recapitulates 
this discourse even as he presumes to critique it, by more bluntly equat-
ing migrants and refugees (“humanity on the move”) with a “manage-
rial” problem of “human waste disposal” (Bauman 2007, p. 30): “A fatal, 
possibly the most fatal result of modernity’s global triumph, is the acute 
crisis of the ‘human waste’ disposal industry, as each new outpost con-
quered by capitalist markets adds new thousands or millions to the mass of 
men and women already deprived of their lands, workshops, and commu-
nal safety nets…. The volume of humans made redundant by capitalism’s 
global triumph grows unstoppably and comes close now to exceeding the 
managerial capacity of the planet; there is a plausible prospect of capitalist 
modernity (or modern capitalism) choking on its own waste products which 
it can neither reassimilate or annihilate, nor detoxify (there are numerous 
signals of the fast rising toxicity of the rapidly accumulating waste)…. We 

https://web.archive.org/web/20140320011329/
http://www.picacho.org/interest/dc3-site.html
http://www.picacho.org/interest/dc3-site.html
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have not as yet arrived anywhere near seeing through to and grasping in 
full the far-reaching effects of the growing masses of wasted humans on the 
political balance and social equilibrium of human planetary coexistence” 
(Bauman 2007, pp. 28–29; emphases in the original). The theoretical ten-
sions and discrepancies between Bauman’s and my own positions may be 
instructively attributed to Bauman’s more abstract theoretical and specu-
lative emphasis on (capitalist) “modernity” in contra-distinction with my 
more focused interest in the tactics and technologies of (capitalist) state 
power.
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