


Forced Migration

Forced Migration: Current Issues and Debates provides a critical engagement with 
and analysis of contemporary issues in the field using inter-disciplinary perspectives, 
through different geographical case studies and by employing varying methodologies. 
The combination of authors reviewing both the key research and scholarship and 
offering insights from their own research ensures a comprehensive and up-to-date 
analysis of the current issues in forced migration.

The book is structured around three main current themes: the reconfiguration of 
borders including virtual borders, the expansion of prolonged exile, and changes in 
protection and access to rights. The first chapters in the collection provide both context 
and a theoretical overview by situating current debates and issues in their historical 
context including the evolution of the field work and the impact of the colonial 
and post-colonial world order on forced migration and forced displacement. These 
are followed by chapters framed around substantive issues including: deportation and 
forced return; protracted displacements; securitising the Mediterranean and cross-
border migration practices; refugees in global cities; forced migrants in the digital age; 
second-generation identity and transnational practices.

Forced Migration offers an original contribution to a growing field of study 
connecting theoretical ideas and empirical research with policy, practice and the lived 
experiences of forced migrants. The volume provides a solid foundation, for students, 
academics and policymakers, of the main questions being asked in contemporary 
debates in forced migration.
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“This compelling anthology of case studies and critical reflections by an 
international group of scholars surveys the major issues around forced 
migration. Readers who want to understand the experiences of people pushed 
from their homes and government strategies of control will see farther and 
more clearly through the authors’ lenses.”

David Scott FitzGerald, Co-Director, Center for Comparative  
Immigration Studies, University of California-San Diego

“This collection of essays from leading figures in forced migration studies 
provides critical analysis that is as piercing and relevant as it is thoughtful. 
It encompasses some of the most intractable and contemporary problems of 
forced migration – urban displacement, protracted refugees, and forced return – 
with fresh insights. Uniting the various contributions is a deep concern for the 
clear emergence of expanded precarity and reduced rights, which appear as 
cause and effect of so much displacement in today’s world. Indeed, these can 
be seen as unifying features in the experiences of most displaced people. This 
book shines a light on these experiences, and the processes which render those 
who are forced to move ever more vulnerable. This should be required reading 
for all migration studies students and scholars, as well as for policymakers and 
practitioners whose work involves any aspect of work on forced migration.”

Laura Hammond, Professor, Department of Development Studies,  
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)

“This volume is a welcome contribution to our understanding of the 
increasingly complex field of forced migration. Addressing the many challenges 
confronting forced migrants and those who support and live in communities 
alongside forced migrants, in a variety of contexts today, the volume points 
to the urgent need to re-conceptualise forced migration as well as the legal 
frameworks with which to respond. The collection will be of great value to 
academics, policy makers, and a broad range of professionals.”

Marita Eastmond, Senior Professor of Social Anthropology,  
School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg
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Introduction

The last decade of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st have been 
characterized by major geopolitical changes, which continue to shape patterns 
of migration, dynamics of human mobility and international responses to refu-
gee crises and other forms of displacement. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1989 corresponded with the ethnicization of political conflicts in Europe, Central 
Asia, South Asia and Africa. The 2001 attacks on the Twin Towers in New York 
marked the beginning of responses under the name of the War on Terror, creating 
further instability in the Middle East, increased Islamophobia, and more restric-
tionist measures in the securitization of migration (Geiger and Pécoud, 2017). 
Processes of globalization have changed the nature of conflicts and impacted on 
migration where on-going conflicts alongside new wars have led to persistent 
conflicts in which opposing sides are not interested in winning but in the enter-
prise of war itself (Kaldor, 2013). The intersection of the spread of new wars and 
increased securitization of migration have led to greater numbers fleeing persecu-
tion, generalized violence and human rights violations, and millions of displaced 
people who are unable to return to their countries of origin or to settle elsewhere.

While war, conflict, human rights abuses, individual and generalized persecu-
tion as well as environmental degradation and disasters are not in themselves 
new, the scale of global forced migration and displacement is unprecedented. In 
fact the numbers are higher than they have ever been. At the end of 2016 there 
were 65.6 million forcibly displaced people, of whom 22.5 million were refugees, 
40.3 million were internally displaced and 2.8 million were asylum seekers. In 
2016 alone 10.3 million people were newly displaced, 6.9 million internally and 
3.4 million were refugees or asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2017). Added to this, 
UNHCR (2017) estimated that another 10 million persons were stateless. There 
is also an unknown and unquantifiable number of undocumented migrants of 
whom some will be clandestine entrants who may fear persecution but have not 
made an asylum claim and others will stay hidden for fear of deportation when 
their asylum claims are refused (Bloch, Sigona and Zetter, 2014).

Chapter 1 

 Forced migration
Setting the scene

Alice Bloch and Giorgia Donà
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Most countries in the world are affected by the past and current global crises as 
sending countries, as receiving countries and/or transit countries where the con-
cern is not only the displaced generation but also future generations of children 
and families that may experience protracted insecurity, limited rights and pov-
erty. The responsibility has historically and in contemporary times fallen on the 
nation-states that are close to the crisis which has disproportionately impacted 
on less developed countries of the global south and east. This is partially due to 
the geography of forced migration, the costs and risks of longer distance travel but 
also due to the maintenance of the post-colonial world order which has, as part of 
its agenda, the aim of keeping refugees out of the global north and west (Chimni, 
2009). This means that developing regions, at the end of 2016, hosted 84% of 
the world’s refugees (UNHCR, 2017). As more than half of the global refugee 
population is from Syria, Afghanistan and South Sudan, it is no surprise that 
Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran, Uganda and Ethiopia host the largest numbers 
of refugees (UNHCR, 2017). The largest number of internally displaced people 
are in Colombia followed by Syria, Iraq, the Democratic Republic of Congo and 
Sudan, Nigeria and Yemen (UNHCR, 2017). The largest number of new internal 
displacements in 2016 occurred in the Democratic Republic of Congo (922,000), 
followed by Syria (824,000), Iraq (659,000), Afghanistan (653,000) and Nigeria 
(501,000) (IDMC, 2017). The data tells us that forced migration is uneven and 
that global responses and responsibilities are uneven.

Forced Migration: Current issues and debates focuses on contemporary key issues. 
The book traces continuities and discontinuities in histories and the experiences 
of forced migrants that unfold in the global and local landscapes. Overall, the 
book argues that forced migration movements are increasingly complex, leading 
to expanded precarity and reduced rights. These contemporary movements also 
challenge the language, legal frameworks and the strategies that continue to be 
adopted to understand and respond to involuntary movements. Not all the areas 
covered in the book are new, some are long-standing situations that remain cur-
rent and central to on-going debates while others are more recent phenomena 
that demonstrate the shifting contours of the field or highlight areas that should 
be central to the field but remain marginalized, notably the experience of the 
second generation.

In conceiving and editing this book, our objective has been to showcase the 
changing debates and issues in order to produce a book that is contemporary 
and forward looking. We did not simply want to add to the existing literature or 
repeat much of what is already known. Instead we carefully considered present-
day trends which the contributors to the book have addressed using interdiscipli-
nary perspectives, through different geographical case studies and by employing 
varying methodologies. The combination of authors reviewing both the key 
research and scholarship and offering insights from their own research ensures a 
comprehensive and up-to-date analysis of the current issues in forced migration.

The book is structured around three main current themes: the reconfiguration 
of borders, the expansion of prolonged displacement, and changes in protection 
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and rights and the impact of these on lived experiences. In response to increas-
ingly restrictive state and international responses, the agency of migrants – from 
making the journey through to acts of resistance alongside new humanitarians – 
become visible as informal forms of hospitality and refugee-led initiatives emerge. 
These real-world changes call for rethinking concepts in the scholarly field of 
forced migration, and it is to these debates that we hope to contribute. How-
ever to understand the contemporary issues requires contextualization within 
historical trends, changing mobilities, communication technologies, labels and 
categories, language and rights and the lingering effects of the colonial and post-
colonial world order. It also requires a generational perspective as displacement 
is not only significant for the generation that are displaced but for future genera-
tions too (Loizos, 2007).

The contemporary forced migration landscape

Forced migration is a general term that includes both refugees and asylum seek-
ers and those who are internally displaced by conflicts, famine, development 
projects, chemical or nuclear wars or natural and environmental disasters. As 
an academic field forced migration studies grew out of refugee studies, a field 
that evolved in the 1980s with the changing profile of refugees, their movement 
from the south to the north, and the responses of these northern states that set 
out to contain refugees in the global south (Chimni, 1998). Scholars working 
in the field were concerned with rights and responsibilities at a time when these 
rights were being eroded. While forced migration is meant to be more inclusive 
as a field, Chimni (2009) argues that parameters of refugee studies and forced 
migration studies are both problematic because they contribute in exactly the 
same ways to the hegemony of the post-colonial world order. In this book, Zetter 
(Chapter 2) and Banerjee and Samaddar (Chapter 3) contribute to the debates 
about the field of study, the labels used and the post-colonial context.

Research and scholarship has a tendency to use the terms refugee, forced 
migrant and forcibly displaced inter-changeably and without critique or reflection. 
Throughout this introduction we use different terms, some specific – refugee, asy-
lum seeker – and some general – forced migrants, forcibly displaced – to capture the 
field and to contexualize the chapters that follow. We hope that it is clear, at each 
point, why we have chosen the descriptors that we have and that we understand 
the politics of the labels and their significance in relation to lived experiences. 
One of the difficulties with categories and with understanding lived experiences 
is that individuals do not fit neatly into bureaucratic boxes. As Zetter notes in 
Chapter 2, categories are blurred. For example, conflicts and war can lead to 
human rights abuses, poor economies, weak states and therefore migration (Cas-
tles, 2003, 2013). Individuals often have mixed motives for their migration and 
can be part of mixed migration flows (Bloch, 2008; Crawley and Skleparis, 2018). 
However, these differences, as Crawley and Skleparis observe, are ‘not merely 
an issue of semantics. Categories have consequences’ (2018: 59). Therefore 
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unpacking the different categories and the associated rights is an important foun-
dation for understanding current issues; however limited they might be these 
issues are nevertheless central to global governance, regional and state policies 
and lived experiences.

The overarching framework for refugee protection is the 1951 Geneva Con-
vention and the 1967 New York Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees. To 
be granted refugee status requires the crossing of an international border and 
this is what makes refugees different from internally displaced people. The 1951 
Geneva Convention defines a refugee as a person who,

owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such a fear 
is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not 
having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwill-
ing to return to it.

Only a relatively small minority of those considered at risk by UNHCR are in fact 
recognized as refugees and therefore afforded the protection of that status. This 
protection also includes the principle of non-refoulement, which advocates that 
no person should be returned to a country where they are at risk of persecution 
but as Majidi and Schuster show, in Chapter 6, the principle of non-refoulement 
is routinely breached through forced deportation. In addition to non-refoulement, 
refugees have other freedoms and rights that are closely linked to, but not as 
extensive, as those of citizens such as welfare rights and the right to work. These 
rights vary in different geographical contexts.

The numbers of refugees relative to internally displaced people has changed 
dramatically over the years. By the end of 2016 there were 40.3 million internally 
displaced persons, which was almost four times the number of refugees (UNHCR, 
2017). This has led some to argue that the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 
1967 New York Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees are no longer fit 
for purpose or at the very least are limited in terms of the protection they offer 
forced migrants in the present-day context (see Cohen, 2007; de Wind, 2007). 
Moreover there are criticisms that they ignore the gendered aspects of forced 
migration, rooted in the dated perceptions of refugees as male, visible and public 
political activists and in so doing misses the private spheres where women can be 
subjected to persecution or the more hidden roles of women in conflict (Valhi, 
2001). Women constitute 49% of the world’s refugees and in many internally 
displaced contexts, they are the majority due, in part, to gender norms and the 
social discrimination that negatively impact on access to the opportunities and 
resources needed to make longer journeys (Nawyn, Reosti and Gjokaj, 2009; 
Ferrant and Tuccio, 2015). Others (see Hathaway, 2007) have made counter 
arguments about the need to keep the 1951 Geneva Convention due to the 
uniqueness of refugee’s protection needs.
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Regardless of the strengths and limitations of the current protection regime, 
which some of the chapters that follow interrogate, around three-quarters of the 
world’s nation-states are signatories to the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 
1967 Protocol. In short, it has a wide global coverage but not all signatory states 
adhere to the Convention and this is linked to state sovereignty over borders 
and the asylum system. The concept of asylum is not actually defined by any 
international legal instrument though ‘the right to seek and enjoy in other coun-
tries asylum from persecution’ is contained in the 1948 Declaration of Human 
Rights. However, it is up to nation-states to determine asylum cases (Goodwin-
Gill, 2014).

Asylum seekers – those who are waiting for their case for refugee status to be 
determined – make up a small proportion of those in the forced migrant spec-
trum; at the end of 2016 there were 2.8 million asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2017). 
One consequence of this nation-state sovereignty has been variation and une-
venness in recognition rates. For example, while 60% of asylum applicants from 
Iraq were granted refugee status in Germany; the proportion in Sweden was just 
7% (Toshkov, 2014). There are numerous examples of such disparities in status 
determination across country contexts that partly reflect the arbitrary and sub-
jective nature of the asylum determination process and partly the post-colonial 
frameworks within which decisions are made (Bloch, 2000; Nash, 2015).

Another consequence of state sovereignty in the context of the European 
Union and the Dublin Convention, which restricts asylum applications to the first 
safe country of asylum, is that many potential asylum seekers arriving in Europe 
enter via the southern member states (e.g., Italy and Greece) and try to go over-
land to countries further north. Many simply end up with little chance of making 
a claim or having it determined properly or end up as undocumented migrants 
or in transit where they try repeatedly to make a journey but their mobility is 
blocked or they are returned to the first safe country (Brekke and Brochmann, 
2015; Schuster, 2011). As border regimes have become increasingly restrictive so 
too have the blurred boundaries between international refugee protection and the 
sovereignty of nation-states. The 1951 Geneva Convention requires states to rec-
ognise everyone who has crossed a border regardless of how the border was crossed 
and what, if any, documentation was used. This demonstrates an understanding 
of the need for some to use irregular routes to make a journey (UNHCR, 2010). 
However, states punish irregular or non-compliant migrants by detaining them 
and/or deporting them (see Majidi and Schuster, Chapter 6). While this section 
has set the contemporary forced migration landscape and highlighted on-going 
and emerging shifts, dynamics and responses, the next section examines a sig-
nificant reconfiguration in this landscape that needs to be considered in order to 
really grapple with the contemporary issues addressed in the chapters of the book.

Borders, borderscapes and bordering practices

A key feature of the geopolitical changes that have occurred and continue to 
take place globally is represented by the reconfiguration of borders, and bordering 
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practices which have created borderscapes which compromise mobility and influ-
ence the right to seek asylum. Borderscapes express the spatial and conceptual 
complexity of the border as a space that is fluid and shifting; a space transversed 
not only by bodies but also discourses and relationships that redefine inside and 
outside, citizen and non-citizen, host and guest across state, regional, racial and 
other symbolic boundaries (Perera, 2007).

Individuals fleeing conflicts that try and cross international borders encounter 
physical borders such as walls and barbed wired fences and natural borders such as 
rivers and oceans but also bureaucratic borders and security checks. At every stage 
of the process those fleeing persecution experience obstacles. Current migration 
management policies create borderscapes, those regimes of border controls that 
reconfigure and redefine national borders, monitor the governamentality of bor-
derzones, and enact everyday bordering practices. Borders are no longer simply 
the domain of nation-states. Now other actors, such as supranational actors (the 
EU), private parties (e.g., airlines and transport companies), public institutions, 
vigilantes who patrol border areas, service providers and citizens have a role to 
play in the reconfiguration of borderscapes and migration management (Broeders 
and Engbersen, 2007; Yuval-Davis, Wemyss and Cassidy, 2018).

Since 9/11 there has been a rise in what Vaughan-Williams (2008) terms the 
‘citizen detective’ who are the subjects of surveillance and at the same time carry 
out surveillance by identifying and reporting migrants who are suspected of being 
‘illegal’. Thus bordering practices have also been assigned to non-state actors – 
citizens, employers and service providers – as part of the immigration apparatus 
and threats of raids and fines for non-compliance has shifted the responsibility of 
identifying the irregular and non-compliant non-citizens, to citizens (Bloch and 
McKay, 2016; Yuval-Davis, Wemyss and Cassidy, 2018).

The contemporary borderscape architecture has one main objective: to stop 
people entering nation-states by patrolling and policing external borders. This 
doesn’t stop irregular migration and so once in a nation-state, the aim of border-
scapes is to make the lives of those who are irregular, undocumented or refused 
asylum seekers as untenable as possible through exclusions to welfare and from 
the regulated parts of the labour market and by carrying out immigration raids 
that can result in arrest and can end with forced return (Bloch and McKay, 2016).

The international regime manages forced migration through policies of con-
tainment, which sustains the borderscapes that keep people in regions of ori-
gin. Most recently, the 2016 bi-lateral agreement between the European Union 
and Turkey provides an example of how the European Union has tried to keep 
forced migrants away from its borders. The on-going crises in Syria and Afghani-
stan resulted in an increase in the numbers risking dangerous and fatal crossings 
between Turkey and Greece. Of the around 200,000 migrants arriving in Europe 
after crossing the Mediterranean in the first half of 2016, more than three-quarters 
had arrived in Greece. While this is not the only route across the Mediterranean – 
Libya to Italy being another major route with greater numbers of fatalities – it was 
the huge increase in numbers making the crossing between Turkey and Greece in 
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2015 and early 2016 that precipitated the deal. The terms of the deal were that 
those arriving in Greece (an EU member state) irregularly would be returned to 
Turkey, regardless of whether they were intending to seek asylum. In exchange 
for the returns, Turkey was to be paid 6 billion Euros, Turkish nationals would be 
allowed to travel in Europe without visas and a voluntary humanitarian scheme to 
resettle Syrians in Turkey to European Union member states would be developed. 
According to Amnesty International, one of the main problems with the deal 
was the erroneous assumption that Turkey offered protection and was a safe place 
for refugees. Moreover, as of February 2017 just 3,656 Syrians had been resettled 
in EU member states while there were 2.8 million Syrian people still in Turkey 
(Gogou, 2017).

In addition to containment, the externalization of borders and border controls 
has affected migration routes. Long-standing border measures include Carrier 
Sanctions which are the penalty fines imposed on carriers (airlines, shipping and 
trucking companies) found to be transporting people with incorrect or no docu-
ments, the strengthening of physical borders through fences and surveillance, 
documentation with biometric data, the use of airports as immigration offices 
abroad, the proposed creation of processing centres, called ‘hotspots’ in African 
countries, offshore processing of applications and sea patrols (see Voutira, Chap-
ter 4, on policing the Mediterranean). Such re-bordering of spaces extends state 
control beyond national territories to new zones in other national territories, thus 
creating new borderscapes.

In the European borderzone of the Mediterranean, Frontex – the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency – has established diverse surveillance mecha-
nisms to monitor, intercept, apprehend and push back migrants or to block their 
passage (Topak, 2014). Of course they don’t stop the flows of forced migrants 
arriving in Spain, Italy and Greece from North Africa from the western and 
central Mediterranean or via the Eastern Mediterranean route from Turkey to 
Greece. The countries on the southern and eastern peripheries of the European 
Union have become places of arrival, destination and transit. Those that want 
to move have their mobility blocked by new fences, by new patrols and/or by the 
lack of resources. Those who do manage to find their way out of the periphery 
can and do get caught up in the rules of the Dublin Convention if they have 
been fingerprinted and find themselves on the Eurodac database of fingerprints. 
Eurodac is used to regulate mobility and monitor asylum claims (Tsianos and 
Kuster, 2016), and it is a significant tool in the arsenal of weapons used as part of 
the Dublin Convention to identify people for deportation back to the first safe 
country for the purposes of claiming asylum (Broeders, 2009; Schuster, 2011 and 
see Schuster and Majidi, Chapter 6). However, as the policing of borders changes 
so too do the strategies of the smugglers and agents who migrants pay to make 
their journeys and of migrants themselves who make choices at every stage of the 
process (Mainwaring, 2016).

The reconfiguration of borders is also visible in the formation of borderscapes 
where the struggle over freedom of movement and its monitoring and obstruction 


