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Turkey has become one of the focal points in the current global refugee 
crisis. In 2013, Turkey ratified its first law to address migration and inter-
national protection, as well as formed the Directorate General for 
Migration Management (DGMM), the national body tasked with enact-
ing the law. Prior to this point, Turkey had not adopted such ‘migration 
management’ strategies, a term representing steps and policies inherent to 
Eurocentric ideals, defining what is ‘safe’, ‘inside’, ‘outside’ and ‘other’.

Timely and poignant, Shoshana Fine’s Borders and Mobility in Turkey: 
Governing Souls and States serves to deconstruct European/Western-
based, de facto assumptions of ‘migration management’ through Turkey’s 
politicised relationship with the EU. Through extensive research, she criti-
cally explores how Turkey has been labelled as ‘transit’, ‘destination’, 
‘European’, ‘Muslim’ or ‘safe’, depending on altering political and securi-
tised interests of the EU. Borders and Mobility’s remarkable research dis-
plays the interrelated rationalities of humanitarianism, securitisation and 
orientalism. The critiques of (quasi-)humanitarianism, inherently political 
as it seeks to control and intervene in populations and territory, and of 
orientalism, as an effect of colonial assumptions that treat the non-West as 
object and the West as subject, are masterly introduced and interwoven in 
her arguments. Humanitarian interventions with the intention of securiti-
sation and the subtle idea of orientalism serve to contain and filter ‘unde-
sirable’ populations in the global South; such is the practice of refugee 
camps. Moreover, she adroitly reveals the dialectical relation between 
humanitarianism and other facets of border institutionalisation.
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Through this fine-tuned utilisation of Critical Border Studies, the 
author guides us in transcending traditional definitions of the border as 
‘merely a line demarcating a geographical barrier’. Rather, she focuses on 
the realisations of borders through different practices and policy imple-
mentations that are deeply embedded in Western notions of ‘humanitari-
anism’, territory and security. Through this focused and deliberative 
practice, Shoshana Fine engages with the long legacy of orientalism and 
the racialisation of borders, and develops expository vocabulary for use: 
borderocracies and bordercrats. In doing so, she is able to dissect the prac-
tices of migration management in Turkey, illuminating non-traditional 
actors and sites of significant importance for the future of migration stud-
ies as a whole.

Challenging preconceived notions and the instrumentalisation of 
migration management, Borders and Mobility suits to realise and refine the 
Mobility & Politics series with an in-depth, critical analysis of border insti-
tutions in greater Europe and their development through political bilateral 
relationships. This original work of scholarship, driven by intensive field-
work and the author’s own work within intergovernmental organisations 
in Turkey, informs these invaluable observations and facilitates our under-
standing of the role of distinct non-state actors in contemporary bordering 
practices. Displaying a mastery of intersectionality, Fine shows that she 
does not shy away from engaging head-on with the theoretical concepts of 
managerialism, securitisation, humanitarianism and orientalism through 
the Turkey–EU political relationship. Her keen ability to connect other-
wise unwieldy processes to life-threatening border control practices and 
implementation is a bold, unapologetic and necessary step to illuminate 
power, agency and, ultimately, responsibility in the global refugee regime.

The Series Editors:
Martin Geiger, Carleton University

Parvati Raghuram, Open University
William Walters, Carleton University

and

Bridget Healy and Omer Kaya, 
Mobility & Politics Research Collective

Visit our series website at 
https://mobilitypoliticsseries.com
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract    This introduction presents Turkey’s migration and refugee 
landscape, including contextual factors that form a backdrop to the cur-
rent situation. Orientalist ways of seeing Turkey and its connection with 
the externalisation strategy of the EU are introduced. Migration manage-
ment is discussed as a matter of diffuse power that is particularly vested in 
intergovernmental organisations (IGOs). The terms ‘bordercrats’ and 
‘bordercracies’ are advanced to support understandings of the workings of 
this diffused power, of their expert positioning and role in bordering. The 
intermingling of managerial, humanitarian and orientalist rationalities of 
mobility government are linked to the generation of a filtering logic based 
on the selection of desirable and undesirable migrants.

Keywords  Migration management • Humanitarianism • Orientalism 
 • Externalisation • Bordering

Just as borders are social constructions, so are border government and 
bordered populations. Migrants and refugees are not merely out there 
as natural constituents of the population. Rather, they are ‘made up’ 
according to selection processes and fateful classifications assigned to 
them by states and professional groups. Neither is a ‘migration manage-
ment’ perspective a natural way of approaching human mobility, nor is 
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its underpinning narrative the only possible narrative about how mobil-
ity is governed. Both ‘migrants’ and ‘migration management’ are 
embedded in particular ways of seeing, knowing and doing mobility. 
Drawing on fieldwork conducted between 2012 and 2016,1 this book 
takes the case of Turkey to enquire into the nature of this seeing, know-
ing and doing.

The humanitarian crisis involving thousands of drownings in the seas 
between Europe and its southern and eastern neighbours cannot be sim-
ply read as the result of unfortunate accidents. Neither is it simply the fault 
of unscrupulous smugglers or apparently misinformed migrants who 
embark on hazardous routes unaware of the perils that await them. It 
seems clear that the fate of this anonymous mass of individuals is inti-
mately associated with the bordering practices that target the ‘migration 
threat’ emanating from the ‘wrong’ side of the Mediterranean.

Within this picture, Turkey is positioned as not quite belonging to 
Europe or completely outside of it. Turkey was never colonised by a 
European state (indeed, it led a powerful empire), yet its encounters with 
Europe have often been marked by Othering. Turkey’s ambivalent and 
shifting positionality on the international stage, combined with its critical 
geographical positioning as a key entry state for migration and refugee 
flows into Europe, presents an important case for the study of contempo-
rary bordering practices.

In the last two decades Turkey has witnessed a variety of bordering 
interventions to address its migration ‘problem’. Fences and walls have 
been constructed along Turkey’s Bulgarian, Greek and Syrian borders. 
Policing and patrolling missions have been strengthened along the Aegean 
Sea through Frontex operations. The US Homeland Security has intro-
duced dense security database checks in its resettlement process for refu-
gees located in Turkey. In 2013, the Turkish government ratified its first 
law to address migration and international protection. At the same time it 
formed a national migration management agency in support of this law. By 
2015 Turkey became the country hosting the largest number of refugees 
in the world. This landscape provides a rich setting through which to 
advance our understandings of contemporary bordering.

The Critical Border Studies (CBS) perspective informing this study 
provides the conceptual tools to question taken-for-granted understand-
ings of the border as merely a line demarcating a geographical barrier and 
to engage with the different practices, often deterritorialised, through 
which borders are constructed. Accordingly, my enquiry treats the diffuse 
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and multifaceted nature of borders as an assemblage of practices, tech-
niques, technologies as territorialised and deterritorialised. CBS goes 
beyond an analysis of actors and practices explicitly associated with border 
control (e.g. passports, patrolling border guards, surveillance technology) 
to examine the borderwork carried out by less traditional actors and prac-
tices. In Turkey, seemingly disparate actors and practices are brought 
together in the name of controlling, managing, processing, saving and 
soul-lifting mobile populations. This study draws together an analysis of 
missionaries as they encourage conversion to Christianity in Istanbul; the 
International Centre for Migration and Policy Development’s (ICMPD’s) 
training sessions in human resources to Ankara-based civil servants; inter-
governmental dialogue for those based in Vienna; risk analysis in refugee 
resettlement from Turkey and the US. I explore how intersecting ratio-
nalities of governing mobile populations inform a shared commitment 
among many of these actors to a migration management perspective.

I argue that the interrelated rationalities of humanitarianism, securitisa-
tion and orientalism support a migration management perspective which 
has the following characteristics: firstly, it purports to generate scientific, 
neutral expertise and aligned technical interventions which are politically 
indifferent. Secondly, it approaches the border as a filter that should facili-
tate economically beneficial migration while hindering the movement of 
‘undesirable’ mobility in all its forms. Thirdly, it favours consensual rather 
than coercive interventions to steer states and people towards appropriate 
behaviour regarding the control and management of human mobility. 
Fourthly, it aspires to achieve a win-win-win ideal that can benefit all 
stakeholders (sending, transit and receiving countries as well as migrants). 
We are attuned to seeing humanitarian initiatives as based on an idea of 
universal solidarity but humanitarianism reserves such acts for some, while 
abandoning others.

A humanitarian rationality legitimates divisions between desirable and 
undesirable mobility, deserving and undeserving migrants. One of its effects 
is to open up space for bordering practices from actors less traditionally 
associated with border security. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the 
domain of refugee resettlement where there are surprising linkages between 
Turkish state officials, Homeland Security, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and Christian missionaries.

According to Fassin (in Walters 2006, 143), ‘humanitarian government 
can be defined as the administration of human collectivities in the name of 
a higher moral principle which sees the preservation of life and the allevia-
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tion of suffering as the highest value of action’. Humanitarianism is associ-
ated with a desire to relieve suffering as such. It is based on compassion 
rather than rights and is thus considered ‘above politics’. And yet humani-
tarianism is inherently political as it seeks to control and intervene in pop-
ulations and territories. Sites of humanitarian intervention such as the 
refugee camps serve to contain ‘undesirable’ populations in the global 
South, where the vast majority of humanitarian projects are carried out 
(Agier 2011). The camp, as a confined space of monitoring, managing and 
surveillance, functions to protect life but also to deny the camp population 
a political existence. This space is inherently about both care and control 
(Agier 2011; Hyndmen 2000; Malkki 1992). The ‘humanitarianism of 
borders’ (Walters 2011) legitimates specific forms of intervention and 
ways of governing a victim population. It is in a dialectical relation with 
other kinds of bordering practices (militarisation, technologisation, secu-
ritisation) that have increasingly rendered border crossings ‘a matter of life 
and death’ for certain members of the global mobile population (Walters 
2011, 147). The humanitarian and security border are mutually constitu-
tive. Once a space is classified as humanitarian, it gives certain actors the 
authority to act.

Appeals to humanitarianism underpin the demands of the EU to inter-
vene in countries of the global South to improve their migration and asy-
lum systems. States create the conditions for humanitarian organisations 
to act, but they also determine the limits of what counts as humanitarian. 
Smugglers are a case in point; they are not treated as humanitarian actors 
supporting desperate individuals fleeing warzones but as criminals infring-
ing on the sovereign claims of states. The illegal migrant smuggler can 
never become the humanitarian hero saving the lives of Syrian children 
fleeing Assad’s bombs. Part of the answer has to do with the actual prac-
tices of migrant smugglers but part may also lie within an orientalist rea-
soning that treats all migrants and smugglers from south of the 
Mediterranean as an invading force.

In his seminal study, Orientalism, Said (2003) argued that whether the 
gaze upon the Orient constructs it as exotic or inferior, it is always the 
Other of the West. Orientalism is not a conscious conspiracy to undermine 
the non-West, but rather an effect of unreflective colonial assumptions 
that treat the non-West always as object and the West as subject. 
Islamophobia is a derivative of orientalism in that it describes the problem 
of prejudice, while orientalism addresses questions of power and knowl-
edge more broadly. Critical engagement with the relationship between 

  S. FINE
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‘the rationalities, technologies and programmes of migration governance 
and the histories of colonialism’ (Walters 2015, 11) raises questions as to 
how the international government of borders relates to North/South 
inequalities and whether this has fed into the racialisation of borders. 
Western and/or EU interests may be secreted beneath the notion of 
‘global governance’ (Geiger and Pécoud 2010), not least because the EU 
has as one of its objectives a keenness to stem flows from the South head-
ing to its shores. This might involve, for instance, the colonising of non-
territorial owned waters in order to push back migrants and keep them 
away from rights-bearing territory. The border has become a social rela-
tion and a space between North and South. IGOs operate in this context 
as ‘experts’ without acknowledging the Western provenance of their 
sources and the problematic nature of knowledge transfer (Mitchell 2002). 
This issue is related to orientalist notions of the positionality of those from 
the South as learners needing the capacity-building efforts of IGOs. The 
IGOs accordingly position themselves as expert teachers of international 
standards though they often secrete North-serving standards.

Orientalism makes ‘migrants’ and ‘states’ alike. Orientalist reasoning 
constitutes the Turkish state as above all a Muslim state that will never be 
a true member of the European club. Turkey is seen as backwards, less 
democratic, less human rights respecting than Europe and therefore in 
need of international interventions to bring its border governance up to 
scratch and to participate in the containment of the ‘undesirables’. 
Orientalism constructs the (Muslim) migrant as first and foremost a 
potential threat to the West. Orientalism then feeds into the deterritoriali-
sation of the European border on the grounds that ‘undesirable’ popula-
tions must be contained away from the borders of Europe and the US.

It is not only states that are subject to an orientalist gaze in the interna-
tional governance of borders but also bordered populations discussed in 
Chapter 5. The exercise of freedom in modern forms of government ‘requires 
proof of a legitimate identity’ (Rose 1999; Miller and Rose 2008) and is 
dependent on the exclusion of undesirable elements. If one thinks about 
mobility rights as a form of freedom, then how does the notion of ‘legitimate 
identity’ interact with this orientalist prejudice in bordering practices? 
Increasingly, orientalist categorisations of states and populations cannot be 
separated from research into how mobility is governed more broadly.

Overall, the interrelated rationalities of humanitarianism, securitisation and 
orientalism support a migration management perspective which has the fol-
lowing characteristics: Firstly, it purports to generate scientific, neutral 

  INTRODUCTION 
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expertise and aligned technical interventions which are politically indifferent. 
Secondly, it approaches the border as a filter that should facilitate economi-
cally beneficial migration while hindering the movement of ‘undesirable’ 
mobility in all its forms. Thirdly, it favours consensual rather than coercive 
interventions to steer states and people towards appropriate behaviour regard-
ing the control and management of human mobility. Fourthly, it aspires to 
achieve a win-win-win ideal that can benefit all stakeholders (sending, transit 
and receiving countries as well as migrants) (Geiger and Pécoud 2010).

Far from being a neutral description for migration policy, migration 
management is a specific ideology that serves the European externalisation 
agenda. As a ‘paradigm of governance’ (Geiger and Pécoud 2010) or ‘new 
type of governmentality’ (Geiger 2013; Kalm 2010), it gained momen-
tum in the 2000s as a new way of addressing migration. Made popular by 
IGOs, migration management discourses distanced themselves from secu-
rity concerns and became a legalised term in the European context when 
the Lisbon Treaty entered into force in 2009 (Schotel 2013).2 According 
to the migration management view, migration is a normal phenomenon, 
with the potential to be beneficial for all concerned parties as long as it is 
regulated in an orderly manner (Ghosh 2000). Migration management 
shies away from coercive practices in favour of softer means of steering the 
conduct of its targets. In a ‘post-control spirit’ of ‘regulated freedom’ 
(Geiger and Pécoud 2010) states and migrants are encouraged to self-
govern and to orient their conduct towards political objectives held to be 
in the interests of all parties. While these soft practices are crucial to migra-
tion management, they function alongside other harder practices. IGOs 
assert epistemic authority through their positioning as apolitical actors 
who provide assistance to states in the form of policy recommendations, 
best practices, capacity building and evidence-based policy development. 
Migration management has become an ‘entrepreneurial field’ or ‘testing 
ground’ (Geiger 2013, 15).

The current trend towards interstate cooperation in migration policy-
making, as called for within migration management discourses, ‘encour-
ages apparently consensual topics in which cooperation between states and 
non-state actors can be grounded’ (Pécoud 2010, 199). Humanitarian 
and security bordering practices are dynamically linked: migrants only 
need to be saved at sea because security practices have created the condi-
tions that put migrants at risk (Cuttita 2015). The enunciation of humani-
tarian imperatives over security ones is at the heart of migration 
management reasoning within contemporary bordering practices.3

  S. FINE
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CBS scholars remind us that borders have been created from power 
struggles. They point out that far from disappearing, borders are being 
reconfigured in ways that have increasingly complex functions and rela-
tionships with territory (Parker and Vaughan-Williams 2014; Squire 
2011; Walters 2006). Parker and Vaughan-Williams (2014) formalise the 
CBS approach4 with two key arguments: (1) a shift from the notion of 
borders to bordering processes and (2) adoption of the lens of perfor-
mance through which bordering practices are reproduced. Borders are 
conceptualised as constituted through the meaning-making which border 
actors bring to their activities. Côté-Boucher et al. (2014, 198) explain 
that borders are ‘a socially negotiated space from the perspective of what 
actors appointed to secure borders actually do’. In this respect, CBS 
scholars observe that contemporary bordering does not strive to block 
mobility as a wall, but to filter it and foster ‘good mobility’. This filtering 
function ensures that bordering processes do not target all members of 
the population in the same manner. Contemporary bordering processes 
increasingly rely upon profiling and risk analysis that target ‘undesirable’ 
groups. Such bordering practices have a strong reliance on technology 
and surveillance mechanisms (Amoore 2009; Bigo 2006; Salter 2006). 
Through biometrics, databases and filtering ‘big data’, border controls 
strive to trace and profile forms of undesirable, risky mobility (Bigo 
2014). Or as Salter (2012, 750) succinctly puts it: ‘Borders are not every-
where for everyone’.

In this enquiry the terms ‘bordercrats’, ‘bordercracies’ and ‘border 
objects’ are coined. A bordercracy is any organisation that intervenes in 
mobility governance and has a claim to authority based on notions of 
expertise and technical skill held to be politically neutral and scientific. 
Bordercracies have come to exercise a significant degree of power in shap-
ing how mobility is governed. Most have a professional commitment to 
the orderly management of mobility. Although they compete with each 
other for funding and leadership, they often collaborate. They have com-
mon client groups and a shared professional identity. They have a self-
serving reproductive dynamic as professional groups that need to sustain 
themselves through funding. Bordercrats who work for bordercracies may 
well have corporate loyalties but my focus is on how they are formed 
across organisations as a transnational professional community. The idea 
of a ‘bordercrat’ embraces those who are involved in bordering practices 
both at and beyond physical borders. Much like any professional group, 
bordercracies develop a body of knowledge and ways of doing borderwork 

  INTRODUCTION 
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that support their sense of worth and legitimacy. Bordercrats have some of 
the characteristics of a community of practice (CoP) (Wenger 1998).

The relevance of CoP theory rests on its ability to address how a profes-
sional class is formed through forms of situated learning. The notion of 
situated learning captures professional practice as both cultural and tech-
nical. Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) argue that technical 
skills acquisition cannot be separated from the assimilation into a shared 
rationality and the rituals of belonging to a professional CoP. CoP theory 
supports an examination of symbolic behaviour among bordercratic actors 
to see whether initiatives have effects beyond their original intentions; this 
is the case with Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) discussed in 
Chapter 3.

The conception of border objects borrows from Actor Network Theory 
(Latour 2005) in that it concerns things with some agentic qualities. Walls 
are an obvious border object, a bible less so. Things are held to be agentic 
when placed in a determining relationship with human agents. That is to 
say, they acquire agentic force not as things in themselves but as things 
with humans; they are non-human participants in a human system or net-
work. This notion is well captured, for instance, by the designation sans 
papiers, in which the required papers are the border objects that facilitate 
border crossing. Border objects in this enquiry include legislation, expert 
knowledge, data and databases, screening technology, bibles, baptism cer-
tificates and inflatable paddling pools. In terms of expert knowledge I 
discuss how various categorisations of migrants and of Turkey are conse-
quential for the pursuit of migration management solutions.

An important means by which migration management functions is 
through the categorisation of migrant and refugee populations. IGOs and 
NGOs, as experts in the field, (re)produce categories to describe migrant 
populations as if they were objective descriptions (Handmaker and Mora 
2014). The standard use of binaries—regular/irregular migrant, legal/
illegal, voluntary/forced—functions to protect privileged categories 
through ‘the construction of hierarchies of worthiness’ (Handmaker and 
Mora 2014). Bordercratic expertise generates and supports such hierar-
chies. Its categories not only underpin practices of selection between 
desirable and undesirable migrants, but also include innovative concepts 
such as ‘transit migration’, ‘mixed migration’, ‘human trafficking’ and 
‘forced migrants’; it engages in a continued effort to recategorise human 
mobility, often with the effect of relegating traditional migration catego-
ries to the margins (Schotel 2013).

  S. FINE
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Since the mid-1990s EU attention turned increasingly to the significant 
numbers of migrants who used Turkey as a stepping stone to reach Europe 
through illegal channels. By the 1990s this was largely conceptualised as 
‘transit migration’ by IGOs and European agencies. Broadly speaking, 
IGOs and European agencies referred to transit migrants as those who had 
the intention of moving onwards towards a preconceived final definition 
as quickly as possible. The category was in its application Eurocentric in 
assuming that migrants were on their way towards the EU (Düvell 2012). 
By 2015 Turkey became the largest host country for refugees in the world, 
mostly from the Middle East and Africa. During the 2000s Turkey had 
processed huge numbers of asylum seekers from Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan 
and a mass influx of Syrian refugees following the crisis that broke out in 
2011. The unstable situation in Iraq in 2014 led over 80,000 Iraqis to flee 
to Turkey. Over one million Syrian refugees were residing in Turkey in 
2014 and almost three million by 2017.

An important aspect of categorisation discussed in this book concerns 
the depiction of Turkey as ‘safe’. In Chapter 2 I draw attention to the 
performative function of the law in relation to this determination. 
Bordering practices function as part of an ‘escalating symbolic perfor-
mance’ (Andreas 2000, 9). In his study of the Mexico–US border, Andreas 
maintains that border controls are more concerned with projecting an 
impression or an image of the state’s control over a situation than with the 
real consequences of control and deterrence. ‘Border control efforts are 
not only actions (a mean to a stated instrumental end) but also gestures 
that communicate meaning. Even if the enforcement performance has 
failed to deter illegal border crossings significantly, it has nevertheless suc-
ceeded in reaffirming the importance of the border.’ He explains that 
‘border policing … is not only the coercive hand of the state but a ceremo-
nial practice, not only a means to an end but an end in itself ’ (Andreas 
2000, 11). I offer the notion of bordercratic performativity to make sense 
of the effects of Turkey’s first asylum law, notably as a gesture of Turkey’s 
safe country status to serve the European externalisation agenda and the 
bordercratic community than as an action to improve the rights frame-
work of migrants and refugees in Turkey.

Since the 1990s Turkey has been under the eyes of the EU and its 
member states, criticised for not doing enough to prevent migrants and 
refugees using Turkey as a bridge to reach Europe. Numerous politicians 
expressed fears of an ‘invasion’ of undesirable migrants transiting through 
Turkey towards Europe, when they discussed Turkey’s accession pros-
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pects. In 2000 the European Commission and the Turkish government 
adopted an Accession Partnership strategy for Turkey and a National 
Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis,5 which defined the reforms 
Turkey would need to implement to pave the way for harmonisation in an 
array of policy areas. Reforms addressed migration and border issues that 
include a readmission agreement with the EU, national asylum legislation, 
harmonising visa stickers and regulations and establishing a civilian border 
security agency. Annual progress reports monitor the compliance of 
Turkey in relation to the priorities set out in the Accession Partnerships. 
These tools set out roadmaps for what needs to be done and ways to do it. 
They are about explaining Turkey’s perceived lack of know-how and put-
ting forward appropriate ways for Turkey to address it.

The Turkish government made significant steps towards the harmonisa-
tion of its migration system with the EU acquis, and in 2013 Turkey ratified 
its first law on immigration and international protection and set up a civilian 
agency charged with managing migration. The process of harmonisation 
was, however, uneven. First, Turkey did not remove the geographical limita-
tion to the 1951 Geneva Convention in its new asylum law for fear of 
becoming a ‘buffer zone’ (Kirisci 2005, 2007) for Europe’s unwanted 
migrants. This geographical limitation meant that non-European refugees 
are only tolerated in Turkey and can only remain on a temporary basis. For 
the EU this represented a hindrance to being able to send back persons 
wanting to claim asylum who had transited through Turkish territory on 
their way towards the EU.6 Second, Turkey dragged its feet in terms of sign-
ing a readmission agreement with the EU to facilitate the expulsion of 
migrants who had passed through Turkey in order to reach Europe. The 
agreement was eventually signed in 2013, after almost ten years of negotia-
tions, and ratified by the Turkish parliament in 2014. A third factor con-
cerns how the EU has been pushing Turkey to adopt a civilian body to 
manage its borders to replace militarised management of the border. Border 
control has been largely viewed through a security lens in Turkey in the light 
of its fight against Kurdish separatism particularly in South East Turkey, as 
well as its border with conflict zones in Iran, Iraq and Syria. Efforts to civil-
ianise the border met with considerable resistance within Turkey. Fourth, a 
further source of resistance lay in struggles for authority and funding among 
Turkish bureaucrats who did not want to lose their particular role in border 
management. Integrated Border Management, as one task force was called, 
involved persuading various agencies to relinquish their border control 
activities and hand them to a newly created border management agency.7 
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The overall success of Europeanisation, however, may have been due to the 
sense that Turkey also gained from it.

From the late 1990s, two hegemonic positions characterised the 
Turkish political landscape: firstly, the Kemalist elites, who were in the past 
strongly marked by a Western orientation, became party to a nationalist, 
anti-European block; and secondly, a pro-European, neoconservative, 
neoliberal political Islam formed in this period, which would promote EU 
membership as a fruitful path towards democracy. The latter reflects the 
positioning of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi—AKP) which came to power in 2002 and has been so to date. 
Europe proved to be a key driving force in Turkey’s foreign policy and in 
spurring domestic reforms in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In 1999, 
Turkey was granted EU candidacy status at the Helsinki Summit and 
Ankara published the first National Programme in 2001 (which would 
later be followed by several others) that set out a pathway towards aligning 
Turkey’s legal, political and administrative practices with the EU. In the 
early 2000s the Turkish government embarked on reform in a range of 
policy areas including migration.8 In October 2005, accession negotia-
tions formally began. Turkey was required to deal with 35 chapters regard-
ing different aspects of its legislation. The Turkish government became 
disheartened over lack of progress9 and in 2006 negotiations of eight 
chapters were stalled by the European Council due to the AKP’s refusal to 
open its sea and airports to Cypriots. The following year France opposed 
the eventual opening of an additional five chapters. There was strong 
reluctance to grant Turkey membership from certain member states, nota-
bly France under the Sarkozy presidency and Cyprus, for long-standing 
reasons of conflict. There were also Islamophobic concerns in Turkish 
accession politics over how a ‘mass influx’ of Turkish Muslim citizens 
would impact on Europe’s identity. It was increasingly felt among Turkish 
elites and public that the EU was a Christian club (Brindisi 2011). France 
along with several other member states (Austria, Germany and the 
Netherlands) began to push for a ‘privileged partnership’ to replace 
Turkey’s EU membership. This privileged partnership felt like a second-
class status and as a kind of rejection of Turkey’s political class.10 This 
contributed to a climate of mistrust between Turkey and the EU, which 
would come to frame Turkey–EU relations, as it had done in the past 
(Kirisci 2008). Ultimately Turkey was embedded within a process of nego-
tiations characterised by uncertainty, Othering and considerable ambigu-
ity (Kucuk 2011, 3).
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Representations of Turkey as a ‘privileged partner’, ‘neighbour’, ‘safe 
country’, ‘European’ and (almost) part of the club underpin EU strategies 
to externalise its migration and asylum regime in Turkey. It is more pro-
ductive for the EU to convey the image of Turkey as a partner and to 
promote dialogue than position Turkey as Other, non-European or a 
threat (Kirisci 2008). Turkey’s potential as bridge was emphasised by 
European states. For instance, in 2007  in Helsinki, Olli Rehn, the EU 
Commissioner for Enlargement, commented: ‘Turkey is an anchor of sta-
bility in the most unstable region of the world, in the wider Middle East. 
It is a benchmark for democracy for the Muslim world from Morocco to 
Malaysia. With a successful accession process of Turkey to the EU, she can 
become a sturdier bridge of civilisations’ (in Logan 2009, 34). Similarly, 
in 2007 US President Bush told Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan that 
Turkey is ‘an example of how to be a Muslim country’.11 Turkey was held 
to be a model for the Islamic world in moving towards modernity and 
reform.

It should be noted that in the context of the post-Arab Spring of 2011 
Turkey’s good relations with Syria, Egypt and Israel ceased. Turkey with-
drew its ambassador from Israel in 2010 and from Syria in 2012, and in 
2013 Egypt expelled Turkey’s ambassador.12 The Syrian crisis led to the 
militarisation of security discourses among Turkish authorities. Turkey’s 
own ‘Arab Spring’, the 2013 Gezi protests and the Turkish government’s 
repressive response, was severely criticised by its civil society and the 
EU. There were judgements against Turkey by the European Court of 
Human Rights, especially in relation to the Kurdish issue, leading many to 
re-evaluate Turkey’s potential to become European. Turkey remains its 
undemocratic other.

Since undertaking this research there have been important further 
developments. Of relevance are the ongoing conflicts in Syria and the pop-
ulation movements that followed leading to the so-called European migra-
tion crisis and the making of the 2016 EU–Turkey ‘deal’ to contain 
migrants and refugees in Turkey.13 This contributed to Turkey’s new-
found role as the major host country for refugees in the world and Europe’s 
designation of Turkey as a ‘safe’ country. At the same time that Turkey 
became ‘safe’ in the eyes of actors in mobility government, it experienced 
an attempted military coup, a rapid decline into authoritarianism and 
destabilisation of its public institutions. Tacit anti-Muslim sentiment in 
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migration and refugee policies has become explicitly uttered, notably from 
the US President Trump and his ‘Muslim ban’ but also from some 
European states. None of these developments represented new begin-
nings; they are continuities with the past and they are embedded within 
practices and discourses this book seeks to expose.

My focus has been on Turkey’s bordering landscape in the period 
1990–2016. The critical role of actors beyond the state is stressed, 
particularly IGOs, NGOs, transnational religious groups and ‘the 
migrants’ themselves, in bordering and rebordering in this context. I 
ask how have bordering practices transformed the Turkish state’s 
migration and border apparatus and how have they given rise to the 
formation of a new professional grouping. How are mobile people 
themselves subject to and participate in bordering practices? How, 
then, can we understand migrants and bordercrats as both subjects and 
objects of borderwork? Chapter 2 examines the practices of the 
International Organisation of Migration (IOM), the UNHCR and the 
ICMPD in the field in forming and transforming Turkey’s first national 
law on migration and asylum and migration management agency. 
Emphasis is placed on the formation of Turkish bordercrats in transna-
tional contexts and on the performative function of the law. Chapter 3 
extends the enquiry into the formation of bordercrats through the 
examination of two RCPs to which Turkey is a partner state: the 
Mediterranean Transit Migration Dialogue and the Budapest Process. 
These are explored for how they shape the conduct of partner states. 
Chapter 4 examines the troubled relation between the Turkish govern-
ment and UNHCR and addresses how this impacts on UNHCR opera-
tions in Turkey. I show how the UNHCR navigates a path between 
deference to the authority and agency of the state and the demands of 
NGOs; I describe the outcomes this produces for refugees. Chapter 5 
concerns the intersecting practices of security and humanitarian profes-
sionals as they make and unmake refugees fit for resettlement. Chapter 
6 examines the Christianising practices of missionaries and migrants’ 
associations as they strive to shed an ‘undesirable’ Muslim identity for 
resettlement purposes.

Through the case of Turkey, this book, then, offers an enquiry into the 
relationship between bordering states, populations and individuals in 
terms of their inclusion/exclusion, freedom and mobility.
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Notes

1.	 In 2014, I spent six months at the Vienna-based intergovernmental organ-
isation (IGO), the ICMPD, as a participant observer of two Regional 
Consultative Processes. The second site of fieldwork concerns the Christian 
evangelical, Istanbul Christian Action (ICA). As well as being able to 
observe migrants, this experience facilitated my contact with other NGOs 
and associations working in the migration and asylum field in Turkey. I was 
invited to the monthly inter-NGO meetings as well as the UNHCR NGO 
consultation meetings. This experience also facilitated access to the Farsi-
speaking Christian community in Turkey. Church groups were run by mis-
sionaries, mostly from the US and Canada, and attendees were mostly 
Iranian or Afghan. Many interviews carried out with migrants at the ICA 
would often be spontaneous and take place over an instant coffee as 
migrants were awaiting their turn, or at the end of their day. While some 
welcomed the opportunity to talk about their situation, others were more 
reticent and it was sometimes hard to get informants to elaborate. Finally, 
I carried out 51 interviews with high- and mid-level-ranking Turkish and 
European civil servants, representatives of various IGOs involved in the 
field of migration in Turkey as well as representatives from several foreign 
offices and NGOs, migrants associations and missionaries. I also carried 
out interviews with almost 30 migrants and refugees in Turkey.

2.	 Interestingly, the term is rarely used by EU member states to refer to EU 
member states’ national migration policies and institutions.

3.	 The key bordercracies involved in migration management in Turkey 
include the IOM, the ICMPD and the UNHCR. They belong to a trans-
national field of migration and border experts that share a common logic.

4.	 For a discussion of this perspective, see David Newman (2006), ‘Borders 
and bordering: towards an interdisciplinary dialogue,’ European Journal of 
Social Theory 9 pp. 171–186.

5.	 European Commission, Turkey: 2000 Accession Partnership (http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32001D0235) 
(accessed 6 March 2017); National Programme for the Adoption of the 
Acquis http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/turkey/npaa_full_en.pdf 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

6.	 This issue will be explored in detail in Chapter 4.
7.	 Interview—representative from the Bureau for Integrated Border 

Management, Ankara, January 2013.
8.	 For an elaboration of the reforms which took place during this period, please 

refer to Bill Park (2012), Modern Turkey: People, State and Foreign Policy in 
a Globalising World, Oxon: Routledge, p. 48; or K. Dervis et al (eds) The 
European Transformation of Modern Turkey (CEPs) Brussels 2004.
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9.	 Barriers to EU accession were due to a number of factors, notably France 
and Cyprus, who were strongly against Turkey’s accession; The Armenian 
question, notably in 2012 France introduced legislation which would 
criminalise denial of the 1915 Armenian genocide leading to the suspen-
sion of bilateral cooperation between Paris and Ankara; rising Islamophobia 
across Europe over the course of the last decade and fears of a country of 
almost 80  million Muslims; the Cyprus issue—Greece–Turkey relations 
have remained in tension since the Turkish military invasion of Cyprus in 
1974 and the Turkish occupation of the north of the island. In 2004, the 
accession to the EU of Greek Cyprus further tarnished hopes. Turkey’s 
domestic policies have been heavily criticised regarding human rights 
issues, its treatment of minorities, the Kurdish issue, Alevis, women’s 
rights, freedom of speech and liberty of the press.

10.	 Today’s Zaman, ‘Bağışsays Turkey rejects “privileged partnership”’ 12 
August 2010, http://www.todayszaman.com/diplomacy_bagis-says-turkey-
rejects-privileged-partnership_218783.html (accessed 21 September 2016).

11.	 The Irish Times, Bush Praises Democratic Muslim Turkey, 9 February 
2013 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/bush-praises-democratic-mus-
lim-turkey-1.983283 (accessed 1 July 2015).

12.	 Daily News, Seven World Capitals Now without Turkish ambassadors, 17 
September 2015, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/seven-world-capi-
tals-now-without-turkish-ambassadors.aspx?PageID=238&NID=81488&
NewsCatID=510 (accessed 16 September 2016).

13.	 EU–Turkey statement, 18 March 2016, Press Release, 114/16, Foreign 
Affairs and International Relations http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/
press/press-releases/2016/03/18-eu-turkey-statement/
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CHAPTER 2

Bordercracies and Bordercrats

Abstract  In this chapter we investigate Turkey’s 2013 migration and asy-
lum legislation, the Law on Foreigners and International Protection 
(LFIP), and the concurrent formation of the Directorate General for 
Migration Management (DGMM), a body created to ensure the law’s 
effective implementation. Our focus here is on the role of intergovern-
mental organisations (IGOs) in shaping legislation and the formation of a 
civilian, transnational community of bordercrats. The existence of this leg-
islation supported the labelling of Turkey as a ‘safe country’ in a joint 
Turkey–EU declaration reached in March 2016. It is ironic that in 2016 
Turkey was designated a ‘safe country’ for refugees in a context in which 
Turkey can be said to have become increasingly unsafe for refugees and its 
citizens alike.

Keywords  Migration management • Intergovernmental organisation 
 • Community of practice • Expertise • Turkey

On 4 April 2013, the Turkish Parliament ratified the Law on Foreigners 
and International Protection (LFIP) with unanimity from all parties. The 
law entered into force exactly one year later and the Directorate General 
for Migration Management (DGMM) was created at the same time in 
order to ensure the law’s effective implementation. The DGMM would 
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create a civilian body charged with governing migration in place of a 
security-driven police force. Key actors directly involved in the legislative 
initiative included the EU, intergovernmental organisations (IGOs; nota-
bly the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], the 
International Centre for Migration and Policy Development [ICMPD] 
and the International Organisation of Migration [IOM]), as well as NGOs 
and international and European courts.

The LFIP was to be the first law addressing migration and international 
protection in Turkey. Up until that point Turkey had no comprehensive 
law on foreigners. Some provisions were embedded in other laws but the 
only legislation regarding migration outside the scope of the Settlement 
Law (No. 5543) was the Passport Law (No. 5682) and the 1950 Law on 
Sejourn and Movements of Aliens (No. 5683) dating back to the 1950s. 
Turkey had no legislation regarding international protection.1 Thus, this 
law marked a critical juncture in that it was viewed as a sign of Turkey’s 
willingness to embrace a migration management approach, as called for by 
the EU. The law was intended to bring Turkey’s migration and asylum 
policies largely in alignment with requirements for Turkey’s accession to 
the EU. It is important to underline one important exception: Turkey has 
maintained the geographical limitation to the 1951 Geneva Convention.

Lifting the geographical limitation was a fundamental requirement of 
the EU for accession so that Turkey could be treated as a safe country for 
refugees. This requirement was a major component of the EU agenda for 
a common migration and asylum policy, as first outlined in the Tampere 
Programme. Until this limitation was lifted, non-European refugees could 
not have long-term protection in Turkey and were considered as tempo-
rary asylum seekers or ‘conditional refugees’. This expectation of Turkey 
was indicated in the 2000 and 2003 Accession Partnership Strategies, as 
well as the yearly Progress Reports (2006–2015). However, Turkey resisted 
compliance for fear of becoming a ‘buffer zone’ for Europe’s unwanted 
migrants and refugees (Kirisci 2005, 16). It also wanted to maintain a 
certain level of political clout towards the EU and this proved useful in the 
light of the recent influx of Syrian refugees into Turkey.

Despite Turkey’s maintenance of the geographical limitation, recent 
developments have nonetheless led to the recategorisation of Turkey as a 
‘safe’ country for refugees by the EU through a ‘deal’ forged in March 
2016.2 According to this controversial deal, Syrian refugees who have 
reached European shores will be sent back to Turkey. It is argued here that 
the categorisation of Turkey as safe was a performative function of the 2013 
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LFIP law. While on paper this law provides asylum seekers and refugees 
with a fairly extensive rights framework in accordance with EU require-
ments, to date it has not been adequately implemented.3 Yet even in its 
early formative stages, it has had indirect effects on mobility governance.

The Turkish government continued to align its migration and asylum 
policies with the EU in a context in which accession talks eventually stag-
nated and hopes for European membership became increasingly dismal. In 
making sense of this, we should bear in mind that as mobility governance 
transferred to civilian bordercrats, a professional space opened up for them 
to collaborate with IGOs and the EU. This space became a transnational 
training ground in migration management for a nascent class of Turkish 
bordercrats and was accordingly the locus of a ‘changing mentality’ con-
cerning a willingness by Turkey to collaborate with external agencies, as 
one senior officer wrote:

A key element which needs to be mentioned … is the changing mentality 
within the Turkish administration with respect to asylum and migration. 
During the mission we have noticed generally the will and preparedness 
among Turkish authorities to cooperate with key stakeholders (EU, 
UNHCR, NGOs etc.) and to share information. This is a significant devel-
opment and provides a good basis for further cooperation with the EU.4

Similarly, Açiköz and Ariner (2014), both ex-consultants for the Bureau of 
Migration and Asylum, noted:

The adoption of the LFIP is not only significant in legislative terms but also 
as a transformative and mentality changing process for all involved actors 
ranging from the bureaucratic elite to international organisations working in 
the field of migration management in Turkey. (my emphasis, 2014, 5)5

The decision to involve international organisations in law and policy-
making processes had not been common practice in Turkey and this sug-
gests a relative acceptance of the legitimacy and truth claims of international 
organisations concerning how migration and borders should be governed. 
Involvement of IGOs bore three consequences: (a) convergent discourses 
and practices on mobility governance in Turkey among Turkish border-
crats and IGOs; (b) the formation of a transnational professional class of 
bordercrats in which this convergence took place; and (c) prolonged 
engagement with the EU, often mediated by collaboration with IGOs.
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The trajectory of EU–Turkey negotiations and the ways in which 
Turkey was framed reveal how the formulation of the legislation and EU/
IGO involvement were tied into representations of Turkey firstly as transit, 
then as destination and finally as safe.

It was not until the mid-1990s that IGOs and European agencies began 
to categorise Turkey as a ‘transit country’. The specific meaning they 
imputed to this term tended to be Eurocentric in the sense that it assumed 
that migration in Turkey was on its way towards the EU, evoking images 
of an ‘undesirable mass’ passing through Turkey onward bound for 
Europe. In fact, the transit migrant category offers an unreliable descrip-
tion of the experiences and intentions of the many migrants so labelled. 
However, it can serve to legitimise the EU’s efforts to contain undesirable 
migration in neighbouring countries through the externalisation of its 
borders (Düvell 2012).

Since the early 2000s, two reports published by the Council of Europe6 
and the annual publication of the European Commission’s (EC’s) prog-
ress reports referred to Turkey’s status as a transit country, associating this 
with illegality and trafficking:

Alleviating the immigration problem would be the adoption of cooperation 
measures with the EU in transit matters, in line with the proposals put for-
ward by the EU with Turkey in July 2001. As a matter of priority, Turkey 
needs to strengthen the efficiency of its fight against illegal migration and 
trafficking in human beings.7

In the mid-1990s, the IOM produced its first publication on transit 
migration in Turkey (1995), which was followed by two others (2003, 
2012) at roughly eight-year intervals. These reports served as tools to 
assess and measure the threat posed by migrants from Middle Eastern and 
African countries, assumed to use Turkey as a stepping stone towards the 
EU. The reports were also a means by which the IOM could assert and 
sustain its role as an expert, by offering data on the phenomenon.

While the IOM relied on statistical data provided by the Turkish gov-
ernment authorities, it reproduced the data in ways that constructed the 
transit migration category as a stable observable, calculable, measurable 
phenomenon. This was also the case with Frontex. Since its inception, 
Frontex, the EU border management agency, has conducted ‘risk analy-
ses’ for irregular migration according to designated ‘transit routes’ head-
ing towards Europe; this is published in its publically available quarterly 
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reports. For Frontex, Turkey is a transit country along the so-called East 
Mediterranean route, which is ‘the route taken by illegal migrants transit-
ing through Turkey and entering the EU through eastern Greece, south-
ern Bulgaria, or Cyprus. Turkey, due to its geographical position near the 
EU, is the main nexus point on this route. From Istanbul, illegal migrants 
may reach the Greek islands in the Aegean Sea, or cross the land borders 
to Greece or to Bulgaria’ (Frontex ARA 2010, 15). Frontex has produced 
statistics and narratives determining the East Mediterranean routes as the 
most important ones to the EU on several occasions, for example, in 2010, 
2012 and 20158

These depictions of migrants in Turkey were less shared by the Turkish 
authorities. Many felt the term ‘transit’ was pejorative, suggesting that no 
one wants to settle in Turkey. One officer said that it did not help acces-
sion negotiations to see Turkey as purely a site of transit. Indeed, from the 
2000s one can observe a gradual reframing of the way that IGOs and 
European agencies represent Turkey’s migration landscape: Turkey was 
less referred to as a mere ‘transit country’ and more as a ‘country of desti-
nation in its own right’. This shift can be observed in EU progress reports 
from 2005 onwards, as well as in concept notes and background papers 
produced by organisations like the IOM and the ICMPD.9

It is rarely acknowledged by IGOs and EU agencies that Turkey’s 
emerging ‘destination’ status was intrinsically linked to Europe tightening 
its borders. Instead, the growing immigrant and refugee population in 
Turkey was explained as a consequence of two factors: firstly, instability in 
Turkey’s neighbourhood (Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria) leading to large-
scale migration; and, secondly, ‘globalisation processes that changed 
Turkey’s position within international migration systems’ (IOM 2012, 
20). Significantly, the issue of the strengthened border controls between 
Turkey and the EU member states is omitted from this explanation.

The transition to ‘destination’, then, was not a straightforward, natural 
evolution. Classification is always doing something beyond description. 
There is certainly a transit phenomenon in which some migrants strive to 
move towards the EU, risk their lives at sea and sometimes become stuck 
(or choose to remain) in countries along the route, and thus contribute to 
the emergence of new ‘destination’ countries. But this phenomenon is in 
part made through the very policies, practices and tools designed to gov-
ern it. Classifying Turkey as a destination country becomes part of a stra-
tegic endeavour to frame migration as a threat not only for the EU but 
also for these new-found ‘destination’ countries of the global South; it is 
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declared that they need to strengthen their borders for themselves and not 
just for Europe. Indeed, it was due largely to Turkey’s new status as a des-
tination country that two Bureaus charged with mobility governance were 
created. Although their formation was in the context of the stalled nego-
tiations with Europe, Turkish politicians and bureaucrats repeatedly 
emphasised how these Bureaus and the new law were in Turkey’s national 
interest even though they were originally driven by compliance require-
ments of the EU.  In this relation in March 2005 Turkey adopted a 
National Action Plan on Asylum and Migration, which set out a timetable 
for steps towards the harmonisation process, including provisions for the 
new law on migration and asylum. The questions of readmission agree-
ment and visa liberalisation were key aspects of negotiations with the EU.

Debates on visa liberalisation date back to 1963 but they did not return 
to the political agenda until the opening of accession talks in 2005 when 
it was presented as conditional upon Turkey signing a readmission agree-
ment with the EU.10 The visa liberalisation/readmission agreement 
debates have been critical to the production of a need to govern migration 
more ‘comprehensively’ in Turkey. Thus the question of visa liberalisation 
put migration on the political radar of Turkish politicians and played a 
central role in its politicisation in Turkey.

After almost a decade of negotiations, the readmission agreement was 
eventually signed in 2013 in exchange for opening up dialogue on visa liber-
alisation for Turkish citizens in the Schengen Area (this was granted in 
October 2014). The effects of visa liberalisation went much further than 
merely the implementation of the readmission agreement; it encouraged 
Turkish bordercrats to consider a need to develop policies and practices to 
deal with the increased flows of ‘irregular migration’ which would result from 
this agreement. That is to say, the implementation of one EU-facing policy 
generated a need for others. It had a domino effect, as one officer from the 
Turkish Bureau for Integrated Border Management (IBM) commented:

Visa liberalisation would give a lot of political support to the government in 
power, and that is tied to the Integrated Border Management unit which is 
tied to the new law which is tied to the agreement, which is also tied to bio-
metric passports, which we have done, visa liberalisation as a driving force.11

Turkish politicians began to consider that if Turkey was to sign the readmis-
sion agreement, they needed to be better equipped to manage its conse-
quences (irregular migrants who had transited through Turkey to reach the 
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EU being deported back to Turkey). At the same time, the EU was able to 
sustain an active presence in Turkey through collaborative ‘technical’ projects 
and the provision of expertise, often mediated by IGOs. Of particular impor-
tance was the support IGOs gave to the formation of the two civilian Bureaus.

In 2008, two Bureaus underpinning the legislation were created under 
the supervision of the Ministry of Interior: the Bureau for Migration and 
Asylum and the Bureau for Integrated Border Management. The leader-
ship of these Bureaus was given to Atilla Toros, known to be pro-European 
and liberal minded. This marked a radical shift from the past when Turkish 
immigration and asylum policy had been managed and led by the 
Foreigners Department of the police. These Bureaus were responsible for 
building the capacity of the Turkish government on migration, asylum and 
borders, drafting complementary legislation and supporting the eventual 
shift of migration and asylum governance from the Security General 
Directorate of the country to a civilian authority, later to be known as the 
Directorate General for Migration Management (DGMM).

As with the DGMM, the name of one of the Bureaus resonates with IGO 
migration management language, that is, the IBM.  Integrated Border 
Management is a relatively new notion that was first used by EU agencies to 
frame a European model of good border governance. Not only is IBM 
championed and deployed by EU agencies but it is also an integral part of 
the institutional vocabulary of the IOM and the ICMPD. This model is 
based on the reasoning that the results of individual border agencies gener-
ally improve when their level of cooperation is enhanced. The adoption of 
the notion of IBM as a natural and self-evident way of framing border gov-
ernance is indicative of the successful steer from EU agencies and IGOs 
(Martin-Mazé 2015) in normalising and diffusing migration management 
terminology and best practices in Turkey. Through their strategies and tech-
nologies, IGOs as well as European agencies, NGOs and courts have brought 
Turkey into the field of transnational bordercratic expertise. While the suc-
cess of their intervention can be interpreted as relatively new (since the rati-
fication of the law and creation of the DGMM in 2013), these organisations 
have positioned Turkey as a leading ‘migration management’ player on the 
international stage. Along these lines, Açiköz and Ariner (2014, 24) wrote:

One can be hopeful in light of a new beginning inaugurated in the form of 
the creation of a nation-wide institution with over 3000 personnel, marking 
Turkey’s desire to be an example for migration management in the region 
and in the world.12

  BORDERCRACIES AND BORDERCRATS 



26 

In order to understand the nature and effects of this ‘new beginning’ 
we need to enquire into how these bordercrats were appointed, upon 
what basis, where and with whom they were placed and what activities 
brought them into a professional community with IGOs. This also needs 
to be brought into a relation with the expansion of IGO activity.

One example of policy and practice diffusion is provided by the 
ICMPD-led regional dialogues discussed in the next chapter. These 
regional dialogue groups sensitised participants to ways of approaching 
governance that could be transferred to their local context. Not all the 
Turkish delegates participating in the dialogue groups and IGOs moved 
into local ‘migration management’ roles but there was significant traffic 
across these spaces. Inevitably, some joined the ranks of newly created 
bordercrat positions in the service of domestic migration management. 
Further, some representatives from the Bureau for Migration and Asylum, 
who would later work for the DGMM, attended meetings of the Budapest 
Process on a regular basis, picking up in the process what one participant 
of the Budapest meetings described as a ‘common vocabulary’:

In these meetings we learnt about issues on the international agenda and 
solutions that had been recognised by the international community. I would 
not say that these meetings were so important in having a concrete impact 
on Turkey’s migration policies, in fact to be honest there are no concrete 
impacts from these meetings, no policy … but I suppose they have played a 
role in building a common vocabulary. And this is extremely important, 
otherwise there is much confusion and misunderstanding.13

Evidently, viewing the provenance of Turkish migration management pol-
icy as purely domestic overlooks its connectivity to external agencies and 
to its transnational character. The involvement of IGOs did not necessarily 
take place in Turkey in that it worked across national boundaries. From 
the head offices in Geneva, Vienna and Brussels, or their expert meetings, 
trainings and workshops in Rabat, Kabul or Baghdad, EU agencies and 
IGOs have been shaping Turkey’s migration governance from a distance 
as well as on Turkish ground.

Integral to the development of a Turkish migration management infra-
structure was the appointment of appropriate teams. The bureau was com-
posed of what was referred to as an ‘elite group’ led by two inspectors 
from the Ministry of Interior. Mid- and high-ranking bureaucrats recruited 
to work for the bureau were hired on a temporary basis on the strength of 
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their expertise. The composition of the Bureaus was presented as up-to-
date and internationally friendly, as the following migration officer at the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) based in Turkey commented:

They are all very modern, young teams, and that’s unusual. In Turkey, 
mostly the boss will be in his fifties, male, and not speak English. With the 
Bureau, it is quite the opposite.14

Many of the bureau staff had studied in Europe. A well-educated group, 
they include several members of staff involved in doctoral research. During 
the time of this group’s formation, regular meetings between high-ranking 
Turkish and EU civil servants would continue as the EU encouraged Turkey 
to develop its migration policies and include other actors in the process, 
particularly the UNHCR and the IOM as well as NGOs. This led to staff 
from the Bureau working closely with international policymakers from the 
IOM, ICMPD, UNHCR and Frontex, as well as academics and relevant 
NGOs. Collaboration centred on support in drafting the law. This inclusive 
approach was partly to do with EU pressure but it can also be strongly iden-
tified with the Bureau’s director, who wanted the law-making process to be 
the fruits of deliberation and discussion between various stakeholders.

As well as internal staff employed by the Turkish government, the 
bureau team is also made up of consultants and secondees from the IOM 
and the UNHCR. Indeed, IOM expertise came to be infused with that of 
UNHCR’s where consultants were hired by both organisations. It became 
quite difficult to distinguish who worked for whom as internal staff, IGO 
external consultants and seconded members of staff were all situated in the 
same offices. Staff from IGOs were all of Turkish nationality. A number of 
those consultants doing doctorates participated in academic conferences 
and published academic papers on migration management in Turkey and 
on their own role in supporting the bureau. As outsourced organisations, 
IGOs acted much like a private consultancy firm selling their expertise to 
donors. They were knowledge brokers as well as knowledge producers.

The IOM and the UNHCR also collaborated with the Bureau through 
their permanent staff. The UNHCR had in the past been excluded from 
policymaking processes regarding asylum.15 As indicated by a UNHCR 
officer Turkey: ‘We suddenly got a call from these two Interior Ministry 
inspectors asking us for a consultation meeting. We wanted to roll out a 
red carpet for them’.16 Since 2008, UNHCR has a Transitional Unit, 
which is charged with supporting the development of the migration 
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management directorate regarding questions of international protection. 
Similarly, the IOM has a Project Implementation and Development Unit, 
which is charged with developing ‘strategy documents’ and ‘action plans’. 
The permanent staff members were based at their organisational office in 
another district of Ankara and met with Bureau staff on a fairly frequent 
basis. They enjoyed close relations with the Bureau but were nonetheless 
considered as ‘external’ actors.

The IOM had explicit socialisation strategies for growing its impact 
among Turkish bordercrats. Notably, high-ranking bordercrats were 
recruited by the IOM on a temporary basis with the declared aim of sup-
porting the organisation to become better equipped to act as international 
policy advisors to states. In this case, national bordercrats spend around 
two or three years at the IOM head office in Geneva. To illustrate, this was 
the case for one high-ranking civil servant at the Turkish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, who was recruited by the IOM in Geneva. He was given 
an IOM email and an office in IOM’s headquarters. While his formal role 
was to bring Turkey’s position, interests and expertise to the IOM, the 
experience socialised him into IOM cultural norms. This officer had an 
important position in steering Turkey’s migration policies and practices. 
His time spent at the IOM head office in Geneva was an immersion educa-
tion into the everyday world of IOM’s migration management. IOM bor-
dercrats were not formally ‘teaching’ specific ways of thinking; rather, this 
Turkish officer was learning normative migration management discourses 
and practices through participation within the organisation.

This socialisation process can be likened to something akin to a com-
munity of practice (Wenger 1998). Wenger’s concept of a community of 
practice rests on the view that we learn about our work through active 
participation. At first we are on the edge of professional communities as 
‘legitimate peripheral participants’. For full integration into a community 
of practice, we must learn to adopt the culture of the community as well 
as acquire the professional competences required. This involves learning 
the classifications deployed (e.g. transit migrant), the ‘in’ language (e.g. 
triple win) used, joint enterprises (e.g. dialogue groups) and more gener-
ally the formal and informal behavioural norms of the community. The 
following FCO officer commenting on the growth of IGO Europe-facing 
involvement describes the influence on Turkish bordercrats:

So they (Turkish government) are developing a terminology and they are largely 
fitting it around a European model because that’s what they hear mostly.17
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Significantly, the IOM is far from its days as a mere service provider on 
combatting human trafficking, or just involved in operational activities 
such as voluntary return or capacity-building activities on specific themes 
such as the fight against human trafficking. As examination of the financial 
reports published by the IOM indicates, the IOM’s budget in Turkey 
(including operational and administrative costs) has increased from 
414,418 US dollars in 1998 to 6161,675 in 2008 to 8558,523 in 2012.18 
These reports also reflect a shift in the kinds of projects that the IOM has 
been carrying out in Turkey. During the 1990s and early 2000s, the 
majority of IOM’s projects were ‘operational’, mostly concerning volun-
tary return and combatting human trafficking (technical assistance, train-
ing workshops, awareness raising).19 By 2007, the IOM had broadened its 
reach to projects on border management, ‘technical cooperation’ and 
‘supporting Turkey’s overall policy framework’ and in 2012, ‘Reinforcing 
Migration Management in Turkey’. The law evidently opened up space for 
the IOM:

IOM’s role is changing in line with trends and needs but it is not decreasing. 
I think that its role will not decrease but change form; probably more on the 
policy side, more on the lobbying, research, capacity building … we are talk-
ing about 3000 people. I don’t know when IBM will be approved, probably 
in a long time, but there are still many areas where Turkey needs some tech-
nical expertise. Our aim is to build their capacity.20

Turkey’s relations with the ICMPD also strengthened due to the latter 
hosting the Secretariat of the Budapest Process. ICMPD support did not 
have to take place in physical proximity. We can make sense of the way in 
which ‘technical’ and seemingly insignificant migration management prac-
tices taking place in European cities can have an effect on the development 
of migration policies and practices in ‘beneficiary countries’. The 
geographic spread of initiatives becomes dynamically linked through the 
generation and circulation of (in)formal knowledge including that which 
derives from close working relationships. This transnational circulation 
can also occur where there is a repetition of certain discourses by IGO 
bordercrats in geographically separated social spaces.

Clearly, the creation of the Bureaus and the decision to make a new law 
and to build a ‘migration management’ institution gave space for both the 
IOM and the ICMPD to expand their mandates in Turkey. Beyond the 
participation of these international bordercrats in the preparation of the law 
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through various capacity-building projects, their involvement in the devel-
opment of the DGMM was meant to prepare for the takeover from the 
Security Directorate one year after the law’s implementation in 2014, as 
Ariner and Açiköz (2014) (one a consultant for the IOM and the other an 
IOM employee assisting the Migration and Asylum Bureau) commented:

It was now time for the DGMM to put this mental transformation into 
practice and to flesh out the operationalization of the new system. The 
GDMM is currently engaged with the completion of institutionalization 
through the recruitment of personnel, development of training curricula, 
establishment of an IT system for a Foreigners Information System and 
drafting of secondary legislation. (Ariner and Açiköz 2014, 7)

To this end, the ICMPD was contracted to assist the Turkish Ministry of 
Interior. The ICMPD may position itself as a neutral, technical and profes-
sional organisation but a glance at its mission statement reveals that its 
mandate is to serve European states.21

According to the outline of the initiative to develop the agency, the 
ICMPD was charged with ‘supporting Turkey’s efforts related to the estab-
lishment of a modern asylum and migration management mechanism in 
accordance with the Draft Law on Foreigners and International Protection’ 
funded by the UK’s FCO. The UK is a particularly active EU member state 
in Turkey when it comes to the development of Turkey’s migration and 
asylum policy. Indeed, the FCO (unlike most other embassies in Turkey) 
has a permanently based migration officer who liaises with the Turkish 
authorities and IGOs in order to develop projects.22 Over the past years, 
the FCO has funded several projects on voluntary return and Integrated 
Border Management implemented by the IOM. According to interviews 
with the FCO migration officer in Ankara, the UK government considers 
Turkey as a priority country regarding funding for migration-related poli-
cies and practices. The decision to fund Turkey’s ‘capacity-building’ pro-
gramme can be interpreted as a form of ‘remote control policies’ (Zolberg 
2003; Guiraudon and Joppke 2001), an initiative to hinder unwanted 
migrants and asylum seekers from reaching the UK. It could be described 
as a technique of governing that targets ‘transit migration’.

The initiative to support Turkey was based at the ICMPD’s Secretariat 
in Vienna with a staff member of Turkish nationality leading. The same 
person was also the main point of contact between the ICMPD and Turkish 
officials in the framework of the Budapest Process. Prior to his recruitment 
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at the ICMPD, he spent five years working at the EU delegation on issues 
concerning migration and asylum; thus he was well acquainted with ‘EU 
thinking’.

The ICMPD organised a number of workshops on information and 
data management. Participants included a mixture of public and private 
actors, spanning software specialists, lawyers, police officers and Ministry 
of Interior personnel. There is a clear, hierarchical balancing of power as 
international (often European) IGO experts lead, whilst the audience 
(Turkish bordercrats) listens and takes notes. Case studies on EU practices 
are shared with the group as examples to be followed. Categories are used 
as self-evident ways of depicting migration realities, and are thus presented 
as the internationally recognised, correct way of labelling a phenomenon. 
So a double-sided pedagogy can be observed, one of which is quite explicit 
in its aims and positioning within a teacher/student structure and the 
other is a pedagogical effort which is much more subtle as it functions 
through a community of practice adherence to shared ways of seeing.

Gathering comparative data for international cooperation is a key objec-
tive for the IOM and ICMPD because it leads to the creation of an interna-
tional system of comparing and contrasting states. The necessity for data 
generation and information sharing has been repeated so often in interna-
tional organisations and EU member states’ discourses that it has become 
assimilated as a common-sense call for bordercrats working for these organ-
isations as well as for their Turkish counterparts. These repeat calls for data 
take place in different contextual settings: from regional consultative pro-
cesses (RCPs) in Brussels and Vienna, to monitoring reports published by 
the EC, to country profiles published by the IOM or in Ankara. The dis-
courses produced in training sessions in the Ankara-based meeting room are 
drawing on the same body of knowledge and evidence that is produced in 
regional consultative processes (RCPs) in Vienna, Brussels and elsewhere.

Beyond efforts to shape or steer the ways in which the formation of 
Turkish bordercrats takes place with respect to a migration management 
rationality, the ICMPD international bordercrats have also been involved 
in the selection, recruitment and induction of ‘appropriate’ officers and 
the development of job profiles. The ICMPD project team contributed to 
the development of curricula for the in-service training of the first staff 
recruited (the so-called associated migration experts). The training cur-
riculum is drafted in collaboration with the IOM and the UNHCR. Similar 
to the way in which the IOM and the UNHCR operated in terms of pro-
viding support for the drafting of the law, the ICMPD has hired external 
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consultants to participate in the ‘transformation team’ at the DGMM, 
with the declared role to ‘set the vision, mission, corporate values and 
strategic goals for the Turkish migration management agency’.23 Although 
this is presented as a technical role, it is fundamentally political as it con-
tributes to the shaping of the very core of the agency. The efforts of inter-
national bordercrats in shaping ‘mission, vision and values’ of the DGMM 
are clear examples of how these organisations venture in the political ter-
rain but within the formal framework of a technical project.

The ICMPD also provides English lessons to high-ranking staff at the 
DGMM. Grasp of the English language is presented as a necessary skill in 
a context in which ‘good migration governance’ requires international 
cooperation. For IGO bordercrats, the making of migration managers as 
technologically savvy, entrepreneurial and English speaking is paramount. 
In fulfilment of these attributes, international bordercrats from the 
ICMPD, IOM and the UNHCR have together developed a curriculum to 
‘train the trainers’, that is to say, train the first group of staff recruited so 
that this group can subsequently cascade their knowledge. A form of bro-
kering can be observed in which international organisations cultivate a 
select, small group of Turkish nationals who then disseminate their knowl-
edge to a wider community. This curriculum strives to cover ‘all fields of 
migration’, including sections on international migration law and policies, 
entry and residence of foreigners, labour migration, irregular migration, 
international protection and refugee law, trafficking in human beings, 
integration, data and statistical systems to document security. Undoubtedly, 
some of this content is useful but it also secretes its European-facing 
direction and this is likely to limit the emergence of alternative ways of 
thinking about migration issues. In the next chapter, I extend my enquiry 
into the building of a bordercratic community of practice, taking the case 
of the RCPs.

To conclude, this chapter has explored three interconnected themes: 
firstly, the construction of legislation and the establishment of migration 
management agencies; secondly, the influences of IGOs and accession 
negotiations with the EU in this construction; thirdly, the formation of 
Turkish bordercrats within the context of EU and IGO transnational col-
laboration. In addressing these themes, I have offered a critical discussion of 
Turkey’s emerging migration management apparatus and the significance 
both of EU externalisation policy and of IGO involvement. I have discussed 
the ways in which Turkey has been classified from ‘transit’ to ‘safe’ and how 
this has informed policy; I have pointed to the performative function of the 
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law in allowing the EU to designate Turkey as ‘safe’. We have seen how the 
collaboration of IGOs with Turkish bordercrats in the formulation of legis-
lation built a professional community of practice in the image of mobility 
governance and narratives offered by and for the EU and IGOs.
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12.	 Açiköz and Ariner (2014, 24).
13.	 Interview—High Ranking Migration Official, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(Turkey), Ankara, December 2014.
14.	 Interview—First migration officer, FCO Turkey, January 2013, Ankara 

(Turkey).
15.	 For example, the UNHCR were not consulted regarding the drafting of 

the 2010 circular on asylum.
16.	 Jadalyyia, Refugees in Turkey: Implications of Increasing Politicization, 6 

June 2015 http://profiles.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/21815/refugees-
in-turkey_implications-of-increasing-poli (accessed 12 June 2016).

17.	 Interview—FCO First migration officer, January 2013, Ankara (Turkey).
18.	 See Annex 3 for precise figures from 2001 to 2013.
19.	 Turkey became a member state to the IOM in 2004 and henceforward also 

contributed voluntary donations to the IOM on a yearly basis.
20.	 Interview—Project Officer, IOM January 2013, Ankara (Turkey).
21.	 ICMPD ‘About Us’ webpage http://www.icmpd.org/ABOUT-

US.1513.0.html (accessed 20 May 2016).
22.	 The FCO has a migration officer in countries considered ‘high risk’ for 

irregular migration towards the UK, including countries considered as key 
‘transit’ and ‘sending’ countries.

23.	 ICMPD, Vacancy Announcement 13PO18VO1, National Management 
Consultant, June 2013.

References

Açiköz, Merel, and Onur Ariner. 2014. Turkey’s New Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection: An Introduction. Turkmis Briefing Paper, University 
of Oxford.

Düvell, Frank. 2012. Transit Migration: A Blurred and Politicized. Population, 
Space and Place 18 (4): 415–427.

FRONTEX. 2010–2016. Annual Risk Analysis.
Guiraudon, Virginie, and Christian Joppke, eds. 2001. Controlling a New 

Migration World, 31–64. London: Routledge.
IOM. 1995. IOM Transit Migration in Turkey. Geneva: IOM.
———. 2012, September. Irregular Migration in Turkey. Ankara: IOM. http://

w w w. t u r k e y. i o m . i n t / d o c u m e n t s / I r r e g u l a r M i g r a t i o n / I O M _
Report_11022013.pdf

IOM Irregular Migration in Turkey. 2003, February. 12, IOM Migration Research 
Series. Geneva: IOM. https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/
mrs_12_2003.pdf

Kirisci, Kemal. 2005. To Lift or Not to Lift’ the Geographical Limitation to the 1951 
Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees: Turkey’s Pre-accession to 

  S. FINE

http://profiles.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/21815/refugees-in-turkey_implications-of-increasing-poli
http://profiles.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/21815/refugees-in-turkey_implications-of-increasing-poli
http://www.icmpd.org/ABOUT-US.1513.0.html
http://www.icmpd.org/ABOUT-US.1513.0.html
http://www.turkey.iom.int/documents/IrregularMigration/IOM_Report_11022013.pdf
http://www.turkey.iom.int/documents/IrregularMigration/IOM_Report_11022013.pdf
http://www.turkey.iom.int/documents/IrregularMigration/IOM_Report_11022013.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mrs_12_2003.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mrs_12_2003.pdf


  35

the EU and Asylum. 4th METU International Relations, Ankara, 30 June–2 
July. http://www.edam.org.tr/document/Kirisci2.pdf

Martin-Mazé, Médéric. 2015. L’extension transnationale du domaine de la lutte 
symbolique : comment les savoirs d’État sur les frontières passent-ils les fron-
tières de l’État? Cultures & Conflits 2 (98): 53–70.

Wenger, Etienne. 1998. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and 
Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Zolberg, Aristide. 2003. The Archeology of “Remote Control”. In Migration 
Control in the North Atlantic World, ed. Andreas Farmeir, Olivier Faron, and 
Patrick Weil, 195–222. New York: Berghahn Books.

  BORDERCRACIES AND BORDERCRATS 

http://www.edam.org.tr/document/Kirisci2.pdf


37© The Author(s) 2018
S. Fine, Borders and Mobility in Turkey, Mobility & Politics, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-70120-2_3

CHAPTER 3

Regional Consultative Processes 
as Techniques of Partnership

Abstract  This chapter examines two Regional Consultative Processes 
(RCPs) to which Turkey is a partner state: the Mediterranean Transit 
Migration (MTM) Dialogue and the Budapest Process. Attention is placed 
on the symbolic function of RCPs in terms of their ability to encourage a 
sense of community among partner states. Both the opportunism of 
Turkey’s shifting positionality between East and West and the political 
conveniences of the EU’s externalisation agenda are left unacknowledged 
in processes that are conceptualised as techniques of partnership.

Keywords  Migration management • Regional Consultative Processes 
 • Partnership • Expertise • Community of practice • ICMPD

Turkey is encouraged to adopt a set of practices and ways of seeing migra-
tion management through participation as a ‘partner state’ in two Regional 
Consultative Processes (RCPs) led by the International Centre for 
Migration and Policy Development (ICMPD), namely, the Mediterranean 
Transit Migration (MTM) Dialogue and the Budapest Process. RCPs pro-
vide transnational space for the production and diffusion of knowledge on 
migration issues and, at the same time, encourage a sense of shared com-
munity among diverse states.

Studies of RCPs need to be mindful of the distinction between their 
stated aims and achievements and what actually happens in practice. Some 
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of the research is commissioned by participating intergovernmental 
organisations (IGOs) and this might discourage such a distinction. Köhler 
(2011) draws the reader’s attention to the way in which RCPs exercise 
power through techniques of persuasion and trust building, to encourage 
methods of self-regulation. This, he argues, creates amenable conditions 
for policy convergence. Köhler argues that these ‘soft’ initiatives can sup-
port the development of more formal means of cooperation, such as bilat-
eral agreements and the development of legal frameworks at a later stage. 
However, Köhler sees IGOs as ‘only administrative supporters’ (2011, 
82), on which states with fewer resources may rely on more extensively 
than better-endowed states (e.g. industrialised Western and Northern 
states). He presents the objective of RCPs to circulate ‘credible’ informa-
tion, without problematising the provenance and the political leaning of 
such information. Von Koppenfel (2001) argues that RCPs are ‘informal 
but effective’. She outlines four phases integral to RCPs: (1) defining a 
thematic, (2) developing a common language, (3) developing common 
objectives and (4) operationalising common objectives. At the formal 
level, these phases describe the explicit structure and purpose of RCPs but 
they do not bring this description into a relationship with what actually 
goes on in the meetings. Echoing Köhler’s analysis of RCPs as trust-
building mechanisms, Von Koppenfel claims that RCPs encourage partici-
pants to feel ‘in the same boat’ (Von Koppenfel 2001, 74). We agree with 
this characterisation but offer a critical account of the techniques of part-
nership that produce this feeling in the interests of Europe. Von Koppenfel 
sees RCPs as amenable to socialisation practices that can lead to support 
for the development of bilateral and multilateral agreements further down 
the line. This may be the case but we need to ask in whose interests such 
agreements will be made. Rightly, Von Koppenfel (2001) argues that 
RCPs emerged as a result of shifting migratory realities; she instances the 
forces of globalisation involving more states in migration systems as they 
become countries of origin, transit and destination all at the same time, 
hence the need for strengthened international cooperation. She also draws 
attention to the importance of the intraregional nature of most migration 
patterns as key to understanding the development of this governmental 
practice. However, it is important to bear in mind that what counts as a 
particular region for RCPs is socially constructed, often having the effect 
of meeting EU interests. The idea that RCPs are about the sharing of 
‘common problems’ is not untrue but needs to be questioned in relation 
to the partial political interests they also serve. An illustration of this par-
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tiality lays in the fact that certain ‘partner states’ (often non-EU ones) are 
actively funded to attend these meetings, in contrast to European states 
which must provide their own funding. This is a telling indication con-
cerning the target countries of RCPs. It is only if we do not bear in mind 
various forms of asymmetry in RCPs that the role of IGOs will be held to 
be that of neutral facilitator, as the following comment suggests:

The role of IOs as organiser, often chair, mediator, and neutral facilitator, is 
important … Under the neutral guidance of IOs, certain issues may be 
brought to the table and be more openly discussed, which under the leader-
ship of one or another participating states, might not be possible. (Von 
Koppenfel 2001, 69)

Betts (2011, 33) comes closer to the analysis offered in this enquiry in 
that he defines RCPs as ‘non-hierarchical governance structures in which 
relations among government officials are repeated and enduring but where 
no one has the power to arbitrate and resolve among the members’. Betts 
emphasises the crucial role played by IGOs, particularly the International 
Organisation of Migration (IOM), in shaping the dialogue process, despite 
claims that these dialogues are state-led. He argues that RCPs provide a 
role for organisations like the IOM, which function according to a ‘pro-
jectised’ approach, meaning that they are always looking to find more 
funding and to encourage initiatives. RCPs are characterised as important 
mechanisms for ‘extra-territorial authority’ situated within a turn towards 
increased transregional cooperation. RCPs, argues Betts, and the IGOs 
that lead them, have enabled Europe (the major donor) to develop 
‘regional capacity’ in Africa and other non-EU countries. Our examina-
tion of RCPs’ everyday practice finds, like Betts, that they undermine the 
rhetoric of partnership. Betts (2011) has pointed out that beneath dis-
courses of social harmony and migration management in the interest of all 
stakeholders, RCPs privilege control-orientated policies and the interests 
of receiving countries at the expense of migrant origin countries and the 
migrants themselves. Our practice-based analysis of this governing mecha-
nism complements Betts’ argument. Similarly, we concur with Lavenex 
and Panizzon (2013, 6), who argue that RCPs actually serve to ‘disguise, 
reproduce and even legitimise’ unequal balances of power. They suggest 
that RCPs and the partnership discourses they espouse present forms of 
European conditionality in disguise, which only position states as partners 
if they meet EU expectations in migration management. The productive 
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power of these discourses is that they are deployed in order to make states 
responsible in line with the EU externalisation agenda, thus pushing the 
European border outwards to engage non-European countries in Europe-
facing migratory controls.

An enquiry into the mundane practices of the MTM Dialogue and the 
Budapest Process and their respective ‘expert’ meetings tells us something 
about how ‘migration management’ expertise is generated and how scripts 
are formed, circulated and received. They also tell us something about the 
dynamics of global/local professional knowledge acquisition and transfer 
and their connections to the European externalisation agenda.

RCPs are sometimes perceived by delegates as a kind of empty spectacle 
where unmeaningful conversations take place. Although RCPs may be low 
on tangible policy outcomes, they function symbolically in relation to the 
externalisation of the European migration and border regime through the 
encouragement of a community of practice (Wenger 1998). As early as the 
Tampere European Council meeting in 1999, when the EU first set out a 
common agenda for migration and asylum,1 the objective of developing 
relations and cooperation agreements with so-called sending and transit 
countries was at the heart of the EU agenda. Moreover, since the early 
2000s migration has been accorded growing importance in the interna-
tional policy arena, both within UN frameworks and in other intergovern-
mental fora.

In 2004, the Geneva Migration Group (which was to become the 
Global Migration Group in 2005), at the initiative of the UN brought 
together several international organisations to discuss migration. In 2006, 
the UN High Level Dialogue on Migration and Development was estab-
lished, followed by the Global Forum on Migration and Development one 
year later, bringing together states and NGOs. Prior to the birth of these 
UN dialogues on migration, a growing number of initiatives for regional 
cooperation dialogues and processes were spurred on by the Cairo 
Conference in 1994. RCPs on migration had proliferated during the 
1990s (Betts 2011; Köhler 2011; Thouez and Channac 2006).

The construction of RCPs extended space for IGOs to intervene in 
global migration governance (Hess 2010). RCPs, as experimental forms 
of transnational governance, have proved opportune for IGOs. The 
declared ‘added value’ of RCPs is for the facilitation of informal coopera-
tion and practices rather than for the passing of formal laws and regula-
tions.2 It is represented as a means for states to cooperate in a domain 
which requires international cooperation without stepping on the toes of 
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states reluctant to give up their sovereignty. Thus this growth in RCPs 
since the 1990s has been pushed forward by the IOM and the ICMPD as 
a means for achieving innovative global migration governance. While the 
secretariat of RCPs is based in Vienna, its expert meetings take place in 
various cities across Europe, Africa and the Middle East.

RCPs are non-binding; most are led by the IOM or the ICMPD, and 
funded by the EU, the US and Australia. ‘Partner agencies’ (mostly other 
IGOs working in the migration/border field) are an important feature of 
most RCPs. These regional cooperation initiatives allow IGOs to enhance 
their role as experts and policy entrepreneurs. The following extract from 
an ICMPD factsheet explains:

One of ICMPD’s most important contributions to the migration field is the 
advancement of multilateral cooperation in the form of ‘migration dia-
logues’ to cultivate today’s migration opportunities and create forward-
looking policies.3

The MTM Dialogue was created in 2003 as a way for the ICMPD to 
expand its activities in countries south of the Mediterranean.4 It declares 
itself to be a technical dialogue that bring states together to enable net-
working, information sharing and to promote common solutions to an 
array of migration issues.5 The MTM Dialogue strives to achieve a consen-
sus by positioning ‘partner states’ as the power-makers through discourses 
of ownership. The informal environment is intended to create synergies 
for states to speak openly and frankly about the challenges they face and 
the possibilities for cooperation and coordination.

When the MTM Dialogue was formed, it was promoted as a dialogue on 
migration routes. It later expanded its focus to include the issue of migra-
tion and development. Betts (2011) makes the point that ‘the principal 
focus of RCPs has generally been in relation to areas that are not widely 
covered by formal, multilateral governance such as irregular migration, 
travel, human trafficking, and to a lesser extent labour migration’. The cred-
ibility of these dialogues depended on their ability to bring something new 
to the table that is absent in more formal governing mechanisms (e.g. refu-
gee law); as one member of the RCP commented: ‘we always have to come 
up with new stuff, even when we don’t really believe in it. Brussels always 
needs new toys’.6 This involves new ways of talking about migration reali-
ties. The notion of transit migration in this respect took centre stage. The 
‘transit migration’ category was first constructed by IGOs to propose new 

  REGIONAL CONSULTATIVE PROCESSES AS TECHNIQUES OF PARTNERSHIP 



42 

ways of understanding migration.  The MTM Dialogue was the first govern-
ing tool that explicitly targeted ‘transit migration’.

The name of the MTM Dialogue would suggest that it refers to coun-
tries in the Mediterranean region. If one considers the partner states that 
form MTM, it is clearly not a geographical representation but it is one that 
brings together states considered as important transit and sending coun-
tries for what are considered to be undesirable migration flows towards 
Europe.7 Member states include Mali, Kenya, Switzerland and the UK, 
which are hardly on the cusp of the Mediterranean Sea. The inclusion of 
states like Turkey within this ‘Mediterranean space’ creates a sentiment of 
commonality not simply in a geographical sense through shared borders 
but through shared problems, challenges and interests. Some states in this 
space are categorised as European and others as Southern.

Certain EU member states and Switzerland have been the main donor 
states throughout the MTM’s lifespan. Turkey has been a member of the 
MTM Dialogue since it was formed in 2006. The MTM Dialogue does 
not have a chair but the ICMPD assumed the leadership role as its 
Secretariat; it decides on the direction of the dialogue meetings and pro-
duces reports and other tools for migration management.

While the MTM Dialogue is led by the ICMPD,  almost all MTM activ-
ities are conducted in cooperation with partner agencies. These agencies 
would seem to make for surprising partnerships. As of 2011, the following 
IGOs and European agencies hold the status of MTM partner agencies: 
Europol, Frontex, International Fund for Agricultural Development   
(IFAD), Interpol, IOM, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC). The inclusion of this set of heterogeneous actors undoubtedly 
has an effect on how migration is spoken about within the dialogue frame-
work. These agencies have different although sometimes overlapping man-
dates and missions. The UNHCR’s mandate is concerned with the 
protection of refugees; the UNODC is concerned with combatting human 
smugglers and human trafficking; Frontex, Europol and Interpol are con-
cerned with the prevention of irregular migration; while the IOM’s and the 
ICMPD’s activities claim to engage with all dimensions of migration man-
agement. Although there are some competing foci of interest, there is con-
vergence around migration management ways of seeing. In any event, 
these meetings function more as rituals of togetherness than as deliberative 
spaces for exchanging views. This can also be said of the Budapest Process.
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The Budapest Process has existed since 1993 and Turkey has been its 
co-chair since 2006. As well as organising ‘expert meetings’, the Budapest 
RCP funds capacity-building programmes. Like the MTM Dialogue, the 
Budapest Process claims to pursue a so-called comprehensive approach, 
promoting information sharing and international cooperation.

The Budapest Process was developed over a series of phases. Phase one 
(1993–2003) focused on cooperation with the Central and Eastern 
European (CEE) countries, at that time outside the EU framework, as 
well as with South East European countries. In its second phase 
(2003–2009) Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan 
became new member to the Process. Phase three (2010 onwards) involved 
a further expansion eastward with Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, Iran, 
Iraq and Pakistan (what is known as the Silk Routes Region) joining as 
participating and observer states. Turkey became endorsed as co-chair in 
2003 alongside Hungary.

While at first the Budapest Process brought together the European 
Community and European Free Trade Association states and the former 
Communist bloc, its focus shifted in 2010 due to a complex political pro-
cess following preparations of the fifth ministerial meeting of the Budapest 
Process. During preparations for the meeting, which was supposed to take 
place in Prague, the French blocked the Czech Republic presidency from 
giving Turkey ‘equal partner’ status during the meeting. The Prague 
meeting was supposed to be the fifth Ministerial of Budapest but it actu-
ally never happened. Instead, it became the first meeting of the Prague 
Process.

If Turkey were to continue with the Budapest Process, it needed to 
redefine the role of this RCP. This led to the incorporation of the ‘Silk 
Routes Region’ in the process and proved to be a highly interesting focus 
for the EU as it was to include several states associated with irregular 
migration to the EU. In meetings it was stressed that this shift of focus to 
the Silk Routes was Turkey’s own idea; this seemed to be a form of tactical 
flattery, part of the charm offensive from Europe towards Turkey in rela-
tion to migration governance. The proposal concerning the Silk routes 
was warmly received by the European Commission (EC) and EU member 
states who agreed to fund the initiative, allotting substantial funding to 
the ICMPD to act as secretariat to ‘support’ Turkey. In order to ensure 
the survival of the Budapest Process, Turkey opened up the Silk Routes 
angle; otherwise it would have meant that two processes (the Prague 
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Process and the Budapest Process) were doing the same thing, although 
perhaps one at the state level and one more EU driven.

According to a source from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Turkey’s 
reasoning behind their new focus was that they were well positioned to 
mediate between Europe (the donors) and Southern countries (the so-
called sending states). ‘Turkey knows both. Turkey knows what Europeans 
think and what Orientals think.’8 A phase of the Dialogue, ‘initiated’ by 
Turkey, included Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Bangladesh, China, Syria and 
Afghanistan. Turkey is even a donor country for the Budapest Process, 
along with the EC and several EU countries. Its role as donor is viewed as 
largely symbolic by the ICMPD secretariat and the EC. It is a relatively 
small contribution that enables Turkey to be labelled as a donor during 
meetings and on official documents, thus displaying its leading role within 
the process. The ICMPD’s and the EC’s interest in Turkey being posi-
tioned as leader within the dialogues concerns a strategy of co-option for 
adoption. The hope is that Turkey will be steered to become an active 
agent in diffusing European-facing migration management discourses.

The Turkish Ministry of Interior, as Chair of the Process, is meant to 
lead the strategic guidance at the meetings, but examination of what actu-
ally happens reveals some careful IGO nudging. The ICMPD, as the 
Secretariat of the Process, was charged with supporting Turkey in devel-
oping the agenda. While it is common practice for Turkish ministers to be 
advised with briefing papers and agendas, what is less usual is for this func-
tion to be performed predominantly by an IGO. Much of the support the 
Turkish authorities receive takes place in the back room (concept notes, 
background papers, project proposals, etc.), while Turkey assumes the 
public face of leader. Indeed, it is the Secretariat that drafts the back-
ground papers and ‘takes the ideas of the Chair forward’.9 For example, in 
the framework of the fifth ministerial meeting in 2013, the ICMPD played 
a decisive role in its direction by developing priority areas and action 
points for the Ministerial Declaration, which was to be the basis for the 
process.

The mantra of ownership deployed by the EU and IGOs in a range of 
policy domains far exceeds that of migration and borders (Balzacq 2009; 
Hindess 2004; Joseph 2009; Larner and Walters 2004). They are all 
expressions of techniques of partnership. Ownership discourses (some-
what like partnership and empowerment ones) are entangled in practices 
of governmentality (Foucault 2007, 2008), in the sense that they encour-
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age states to self-govern in an apparently appropriate, rational fashion. The 
appearance of freedom is manipulated to produce responsibilisation.

The dialogue process positioned the ICMPD and Turkey as intermedi-
aries, a bridge between Western and Eastern regions. The ICMPD fre-
quently stressed the crucial role Turkey has played in ‘facilitating the 
process’ and the positive benefits to countries, both Eastern and Western, 
deriving from the important role played by the Turkish chair of the 
Budapest Process. It is emphasised that this is particularly the case in rela-
tion to the Silk Routes because Turkey is known to have had good rela-
tions with countries along these routes. It is precisely for this reason that 
Turkey is seen to be uniquely placed to access the Silk Routes region and, 
as chair of the Budapest Process, it is held to be advantageous that Turkey 
participates as a partner in the lead consortium (to consist of Turkey, 
Hungary, the EC and the ICMPD).

The perceptions of a privileged positionality between East and West, 
donor and beneficiary, appear to be inflected with a benevolent orientalist 
gaze upon Turkey. This is because Turkey was viewed to be closer to its 
neighbours’ perceived autocratic systems and Muslim national cultures 
than democratic, Christian European countries. The differences that were 
said to separate Turkey and Europe were packaged as benign and strategi-
cally helpful to the externalisation of the European migration agenda. 
What was notably absent from discussions was a sense of the more trou-
bling aspects of EU–Turkey relations. This is not to suggest that Turkey 
itself was unmindful of its differences with Europe but it too positioned 
itself as having a helpful bridging role between East and West. Indeed, this 
was manifest in its very proposition of the Silk Routes Regional dimension 
to the Budapest Process.

While the ICMPD had few contacts in countries such as Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and Iraq, Turkey provided them with significant levels of devel-
opment aid, under the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP) government.10 
The Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs facilitated numerous ‘assessment 
visits’ for the ICMPD, by providing contacts logistical support and secu-
rity to networking and organising meetings. Turkey’s assistance also car-
ried important symbolic capital in giving legitimacy to the migration 
management agenda. An ICMPD staff member commented that Turkey 
‘really opened doors for us’, adding:

Countries along the Silk Route region were perhaps more open to Turkey 
thanks to its established relations, development aid, and cultural affinity 
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with the region. Furthermore, unlike the EU Commission and member 
states, Turkey was not as vocal about readmission agreements, which was 
very much appreciated by these ‘beneficiary states’ who view return nega-
tively and as a tool underpinned by interests of the global North.11

This soft power position in the region was in line with Turkey’s foreign 
policy at the time; it was keen to retain a balance of interests between the 
various parties. In this situation, the ICMPD has capitalised on this inter-
est to support the diffusion of its migration management model in the 
Middle East. The effects of Turkey’s participation and leadership in the 
Process were to strengthen its representation as a progressive state, valu-
able for its mediating capacity.

Turkey … is certainly regarded in Budapest as a country that is really chair-
ing, setting priorities and objectives—but trying to find a balance between 
EU and Middle Eastern countries. It is mediating between two regions with 
different interests and trying to balance them.12

In 2013, member states signed the Istanbul Ministerial Declaration, 
which declared the provision of the framework for later activities ‘to trans-
late the principles of the dialogue into concrete actions’. In his introduc-
tory speech at the Istanbul ministerial meeting in April 2013, Turkish 
Ambassador S ̧akir Fakılı shared his view on the declaration:

(The declaration) mirrors a modern approach to migration management 
because today’s migration management is about partnership … and partner-
ship is about mutual trust and sharing common objectives.13

The EC has referred to the Budapest Process as a mechanism for imple-
menting the Global Approach to Migration and Mobility.14 That said, the 
Process still distances itself from EU interests by stressing Turkey’s leader-
ship role; Turkey as European enough to be a model for migration man-
agement further East and South, but not too European in order to be 
considered culturally useful to facilitate dialogue and partnerships with 
apparently like-minded ‘Muslim’, ‘Southern’ ‘beneficiary’ states. Through 
Turkey’s role in the Budapest Process, arguably it has become an agent of 
European externalisation although it also has its own political agenda as a 
(soft) power in the region.
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The number of MTM partner countries has grown over the past years 
and now includes almost all Middle Eastern countries (apart from Israel, 
the occupied Palestinian territories, Jordan and Syria) as well as a number 
of sub-Saharan countries. All of the designated Southern countries are 
‘beneficiary’ countries, whilst the donors are among the ‘European’ coun-
tries. In the MTM Dialogue, Turkey was assigned honorary European 
status (in spite of its not being a donor state).

European states assume a pedagogical role, teaching Southern states to 
learn from their ‘European’ peers about how to better manage their bor-
ders and human mobility flows. There are echoes of orientalism in this 
arrangement. Tellingly, while there has been much controversy as to the 
apparent Europeanness of Turkey in terms of the accession negotiations to 
join the EU, its European status within the MTM has not been disputed. 
This suggests that the ICMPD sees Turkey as well on its way to develop-
ing convergence with EU member states, or at least more so than its 
Southern peers.

Turkey is European enough to be part of the ‘in-club’ (Dean 2010, 38) 
but not so much that it loses its ‘added value’ as a state with a predomi-
nantly Muslim population, useful for externalisation purposes. One could 
say that while the EC can be interpreted as often taking the ‘bad cop’ role, 
reproaching Turkey for poor behaviour in its progress reports, the ICMPD 
has taken a ‘good cop’ role in the framework of the dialogues, praising 
Turkey for its European-like migration governance.

The binaries that frame partner states within RCPs, as European/
Southern and donor/beneficiary, construct regions which bear political 
interests. North–South divisions tend to reflect donor–beneficiary divi-
sions, whereby the industrialised Northern states provide the funding in 
order to export migration control systems along migration routes beyond 
their territories. However, Turkey’s positioning within these binary divi-
sions demands a more complex analysis of the functions of categorisation 
in (European) bordering practices. By positioning Turkey as ‘European’, 
‘Chair’ or ‘mediator’, the ICMPD and the EU are demonstrating Turkey’s 
welcome to the club. They are conveying the message that Turkey has suf-
ficiently converged with European ideals of good migration management. 
However, this classification is fragile, as it does not always extend to other 
policy fields. Nowhere is this more striking than in the case of the 
EU–Turkey membership negotiations. This fragility is politically useful for 
the EU and the ICMPD. While the categorisation of Turkey as European 
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would have enormous political consequences if it were coming from the 
EC, this category assigned by the ICMPD in these dialogue frameworks is 
a much more symbolic manoeuvre; its main goal is to create a sense of 
belonging to the ‘right’ side. Conditional or partial classification of Turkey 
as European keeps it on its toes and serves to encourage further ‘good 
behaviour’ in line with EU expectations from Turkey, in order to achieve 
a more stable and fixed acceptance in the club.

One of the main activities of the RCP initiative is the establishment of 
expert meetings for the partner states and agencies. These meetings bring 
into the same room for a period of two or three days delegates of the 
ICMPD, of the states involved and of partner agencies. MTM expert 
meetings have taken place in European hubs in Belgium and Austria as 
well as ‘hot spots’ along designated irregular migration routes, such as 
Turkey, Malta or Morocco. Under the umbrella of MTM, these meetings 
have been split into two categories to reflect the two dimensions of the 
MTM Dialogue: Irregular and Mixed Migration and Migration and 
Development. The former generally brings together representatives from 
Home Affairs ministries, while the latter mostly draws representatives 
from development ministries. Mimicking UN-style meetings, partner 
states sit around a large table next to their country flag alongside partner 
agencies. There are interpreters of French, Arabic and English, with infor-
mal conversation being predominantly in French or English.

Participation in a transnational community of migration experts is a 
source of prestige for the state delegates. These meetings are also ways in 
which the ICMPD and partner agencies can take a lead. The ICMPD 
Programme Officer sits at the head of the table and chairs the meeting. Sat 
beside him are the partner agencies and spread around the room are the 
state delegates sitting next to their country flag. As with the Budapest 
Process, the role of the ICMPD bordercrats is to draft the agenda, the 
concept paper, the background paper and the guiding points for the ple-
nary discussion. In this way, the ICMPD very much frames the discussion. 
The meeting themes are in line with those considered important by 
receiving states; they are decided by the ‘steering committee’ (the donor 
states) in the case of the MTM or by the ‘friends of the Chair’ in the case 
of the Budapest Process.

States take turns presenting on a topic assigned by the ICMPD secre-
tariat. The meetings are packed with a series of PowerPoint presentations 
on specific themes, often defined by the ICMPD. During the short time 
allotted to discussion (about 15 minutes at the end of each session), par-
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ticipants are given ‘guiding points for discussion’, which serve to manage 
the time and the content.

The atmosphere is convivial and despite attempts to tightly steer there 
is often digression from the agenda. Most people will know each other 
from past meetings. There are regular coffee breaks, which provide infor-
mal spaces for people to meet and discuss. During the meeting, a group 
photo is taken and distributed to participants to take home as an affirma-
tion both of their membership of the group and of the group’s intimacy, 
its ‘in-group’ nature. Cultural outings are often organised during the eve-
ning, such as a guided tour of a nearby historical city centre. During the 
meetings there is an encouragement to treat the group members as equal.

There was significant internal variation within each group’s social com-
position. While the Southern state delegates are predominantly high-
ranked, older, male representatives, and this was also the case for Turkey, 
the European states tend to send young, freshly starting out diplomats and 
civil servants. As for the partner agencies, most would send mid-level rep-
resentatives (often quite unacquainted with the dialogue), and in some 
European cases interns were sent (perhaps indicating that the dialogues 
were not considered a particular priority for some members). This reflects 
the ‘success’ of the RCP initiative in encouraging Southern states, its main 
targets, to fully participate, while European states may be there for more 
ritual performances.

The team members working for the MTM Dialogue are young, mostly 
women in their 20s and 30s, at the beginning of their careers in interna-
tional organisations. Their professional and education backgrounds tend 
to be either in the humanitarian or in the security fields. They are well 
educated and a privileged group; like all permanent staff of international 
organisations, they do not pay taxes. There is a high turnover since for 
many the MTM serves as a training ground for more high-profile political 
careers in the international sector. Before they leave these relatively junior 
international bordercrats can develop their expertise and commitment to 
normative migration management scripts.

During a typical meeting, partner countries may present a migration 
management practice or experience with migration management in their 
country, and often this will be presented as an instance of ‘best practice’ or 
a ‘common challenge’. Such instances are presented as relatively context 
free and thus easily transferable. In this way, national disparities and con-
textual differences are downplayed. Partner agencies may also present 
their activities in a particular domain of migration management. The con-
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tribution of ICMPD bordercrats range from presenting their country pro-
files to presenting capacity-building practices through past successes or 
potential ways forward. As with the MTM meetings, generally, these 
meetings are scripted with a familiar and recurrent vocabulary, which 
serves to reproduce a particular way of seeing the problems that are pre-
sented. These scripts are often oriented around a certain migration nexus, 
from migration and development to migration and security. Notions such 
as ‘Integrated Border Management’ are treated as a synonym for gover-
nance. Migration categories such as ‘transit migration, ‘mixed migration’, 
‘human trafficking’ and ‘people smuggling’ are used repeatedly and (rela-
tively) unproblematically. There is a sharing of calls associated with com-
mon challenges and opportunities, rights and responsibilities, and for a 
balanced approach having due concern for ‘efficient’ and humane’ poli-
cies, and interstate cooperation, to tackle migration.

Becoming a practitioner involves what one might call ‘doing being’ a 
transnational bordercrat. This requires socialisation into a group often 
through the opportunities available beyond formal dialogue structures 
(Wenger 1998). Indeed, much of the learning and the doing can take 
place in this way, as this participant remarked: ‘These dialogues are more 
about the process than the outcome. They are about the talk, making 
friends, sharing ideas rather than concrete, policy decisions.’15 That more 
happened in the backstage than the front was expressed by a number of 
European delegates:

These meetings are rather surreal experiences … All the good stuff happens 
in the coffee breaks. The actual meetings are rather long and arduous affairs. 
I come here to make contacts. You get to know who the right people are, to 
exchange contacts. It was easier to discuss our projects with the Turkish 
delegate here than it has been back in Ankara. Everything is on a plate.16

The informal activities facilitate a spirit of togetherness which perfectly 
complements the formal aims of the meetings to bring Southern and 
European states together. Despite calls for evidence-based practices, these 
informal spaces appear to be more effective sites of transnational knowl-
edge production than are the formal tools and practices. As Wenger 
(1998) has argued, professional knowledge is constituted out of informal 
cultural activities of belonging as well as by formal means.

Several participants commented that the benefits of these meetings lay 
in the framework in which migration-sending and -receiving countries are 
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brought together. It is through capitalising on this framework that the 
receiving states hope to develop relations and cooperation with states from 
the South, with whom they often have difficult lines of communication. It 
is a form of soft diplomacy in which the deals are made in the coffee breaks 
or at dinner, away from the formal (informal) dialogue settings.

The role assigned to Turkey is part of Turkey’s front stage performance 
in the global governance arena. Backstage, IGOs and EU agencies have 
not yet credited Turkey with this. There is an acute awareness on the part 
of Turkish and international bordercrats alike that this role is one that is 
confined to the dialogue space. As part of its front stage role, during the 
biannual expert meetings, the Turkish government has on several occa-
sions been asked to present policy developments to MTM Southern coun-
tries, particularly in relation to steps it has taken towards the creation of its 
Directorate General for Migration Management (DGMM).

The Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs hosted an MTM expert meet-
ing in 2013 in Istanbul on Population movements in the MTM region result-
ing from crises situations: experiences, responses and challenges ahead. The 
event took place in a five-star hotel; ICMPD staff found this quite extrava-
gant (meetings normally take place in four-star hotels) and viewed this 
move as a demonstration to the EU and the ICMPD that Turkey is fully 
on board.

The expert meetings held under the framework of the Budapest Process 
have a similar setup to those of the MTM Dialogue. As Chair, Turkey is a 
frequent host for the Budapest meetings. While the members are not 
divided into ‘Southern’ and ‘European’ states during Budapest Process 
meetings, this division is reflected in the opposition between ‘donors’ and 
‘beneficiary states’. During two days, state delegates, high-ranking civil 
servants from migration departments, mostly from Foreign Affairs minis-
tries, come together to discuss different dimensions of migration gover-
nance processes, activities and ambitions.

One ICMPD staff member wondered whether Turkey would perhaps 
be better positioned to serve as ‘expert’ to Southern countries because 
they are much more ‘vertical’ and ‘hierarchical’.17 It is important to add 
that this sentiment is shared by certain ‘Southern’ states, as this Iraqi dip-
lomat commented:

We can benefit from Turkish experience, the Turkish model. Turkey was a 
country of emigration and now it is a country of immigration, we can learn 
from this experience … and we share a certain cultural closeness and our 
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political systems are more similar. I believe that it would be very beneficial 
to learn from Turkey’s example.18

Turkey has not only provided a mediating role or bridge for the transfer 
of migration management norms and practices, but it has also become a 
migration management concept entrepreneur in its own right through its 
collaboration with the IOM.

As part of the Silk Routes Partnership for Migration of the Budapest 
Process, in 2014 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, in cooperation 
with the IOM, funded an ‘assessment’ on what was defined as ‘humanitar-
ian border management’, in Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan. Through this 
report Turkey has been able to position itself as a migration management 
‘concept entrepreneur’. The aim of the report produced by Turkey is to 
propose the concept of humanitarian border management and to give it 
visibility through the Budapest Process. This came about at an interesting 
moment in 2013 when the EU increasingly began to frame security prac-
tices aimed at controlling migration through humanitarian discourses.19 
The Turkish delegate commented: ‘It is an innovative way to capture the 
increasingly humanitarian role that border officials have taken on. This is 
something we have come to terms with particularly regarding the Syrian 
crisis.’ According to the report, it concerns a balance for the safety and 
security of people with that of targeted countries of destination:

Humanitarian border management seeks to help States balance the tension 
between humanitarian responsibilities towards protection-sensitive migra-
tion movements, and concerns for the safety and security of the countries of 
destination for those movements.20

The discussion of this report at a Budapest meeting was limited to 
affirming comments at the end of a long PowerPoint presentation. This 
affirming feedback establishes an affable consensus that avoids confronta-
tion with the serious challenges in the report. Such confrontation is intrin-
sically difficult because it would expose the tension between international 
migration knowledges and national concerns with sovereignty. The former 
is an abstraction which is unlikely to be enacted at the national level. It is 
useful to think of the concept of humanitarian border management as an 
entrepreneurial one. The entrepreneurial role adopted by Turkey in this 
manner reflects a certain convergence towards migration management 
ideals. Indeed, the Turkish government representatives were extremely 
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proud of their contributing role as one Turkish official commented, 
‘Turkey is really a laboratory for migration management. We are in the 
thick of it’.21

The notion of concept entrepreneur attempts to capture the making of 
international migration knowledge as a ‘useful illusion’ so described 
because it resists translation into practice. This brings to mind Wenger’s 
(1998) notion of reification. Wenger argued that any community of prac-
tice needs to produce objects which serve as bearers of meaning and as a 
means of participation. But such objects do not necessarily correspond to 
an intended function. On the contrary, reification suggests that ‘forms can 
take a life of their own … they gain a degree of autonomy from the occa-
sion and purposes of their production’ (Wenger 1998, 62). In this way, 
entrepreneurial concepts can be adrift from what is actually going on and 
be of little practical service.

Ironically, bordercrats are part of the production of man-made humani-
tarian crises ‘at the border’.22 They are unaware that they are part of the 
problem to which they offer a solution or of their investment in these 
crises. Indeed, ICMPD-led dialogues have been known to feed off the 
humanitarian disasters at the border because these are tied to funding 
opportunities as the following ICMPD officer remarked:

He is only giving so much importance to migrant deaths at sea because this 
is where the EU funding priorities are at the moment. This is the emphasis 
that the EU are making and so the Dialogue is trying to mirror that.23

Turkey’s contribution could be read as revealing much about the ‘suc-
cess’ of IGOs and European states in bringing Turkey into the fold but, at 
the same time, it is important to acknowledge Turkey’s agency here. Since 
the late 2000s, Turkey has been positioning itself not as subject to IGOs 
governing interventions to produce migration management in Turkey, 
but as a leader and an ‘active subject’ (Andrijasevic and Walters 2010) of 
migration management. While we can observe the humanitarian dis-
courses imbricated with security ones from Frontex, the EC, the IOM and 
the ICMPD, it was Turkey that, facilitated by the IOM, picked up on this 
specific language and way of understanding migration issues.

During meetings a recurrent theme was the call for information sharing 
and evidence-based migration policies. In response to this call the MTM 
and Budapest Process produced country profiles. The driving rationale 
behind country profiles according to MTM bordercrats is that these tools 
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serve to strengthen policymaking by bringing relevant knowledge to the 
process. Further, they aim to teach partner countries about kinds of infor-
mation and data that it is important to collect and how to make sense of 
this material including what categories and terminology to employ. Thus, 
country profiles can be viewed as indirect expertise-based governing tech-
niques not only through the kind of knowledge selected (e.g. the con-
struction of a migration development nexus) but also through how it is 
represented as useful. Knowledge production may be as much for show as 
it is for informing policymaking. Therefore attention should be paid to 
whether expertise may be more concerned with displaying knowledge 
than engagement with its substance (Boswell 2009).

In practice, most of the information in country profiles is assembled 
from reports by other international organisations, which for the most part 
are partner agencies. Interestingly, the reports frequently cited in the 
country profiles sometimes cite ICMPD as their source of knowledge. A 
back and forth process can be observed between a network of migration 
management actors, whose self-referential system of circulation strength-
ens the legitimacy of the network and of migration management as the 
legitimate paradigm for governing mobility. This self-referential system is 
concerned with generating ‘reliable information and data’, and ‘using 
consistent, legitimate terminology’ as well as reaffirming new migration 
management concepts which purport to capture new migration realities. 
The highly derivative nature of this data may compromise its quality and 
there is a tendency for data to be treated as self-evidently evidence.

Country profiles were diffused through the i-Map portal, which con-
tained intelligence on migration flows based on statistics provided by 
Frontex. The i-Map is a migration management tool which brings together 
all of ICMPD’s four dialogues, including the MTM Dialogue and the 
Budapest Process, into one portal. The stated aims of the i-Map are to 
‘foster information sharing and mutual understanding and cooperation 
among participating countries’.24 The i-Map, much like other maps con-
cerning migration routes, makes a contribution to the discursive field in 
which migration is thought about and understood (Walters 2009).

The i-Map is supposed to provide a platform for sharing information 
including reports, publications and visualisations. The i-Map’s ‘Multi-
regional visualisation’ displays a multiplicity of migration routes on the 
way towards Europe. The MTM mapping of irregular and mixed migra-
tion routes, which can be found on the i-Map portal, is derived from 
Frontex data on irregular crossings at the European border. The map 
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offers its reader an apparently factual depiction of migration routes as 
migrants head towards Europe. It creates an illusion of migratory routes 
that can be measured, objectified and visualised, and are thus governable 
through rational responses. The i-Map represents Europe as a space con-
fronted with invading forces coming from the South and East. These flows 
are directed towards certain hotspots on the shores of the Mediterranean 
as well as within the Schengen space. The colour scheme is military green. 
Walters (2009, 126/7) comments that ‘the routeway … the migrant’s 
journey, as much as the border, becomes an object of knowledge in its 
own right’. In this way the i-Map functions as a tool for securitisation.

Further eastwards and southwards of Europe, the migration routes data 
is collected through a mixture of publications by the UNODC and infor-
mation from partner countries. Thus, the i-Map tool represents an imag-
ined reality on transit migration derived from knowledge largely produced 
by international organisations and European agencies. That is not to sug-
gest that the i-Map is treated as robust evidence, as one Turkish bordercrat 
commented:

i-Map is a good idea but it is not very realistic. As things happen in an 
irregular way, I don’t think that the data is very accurate. For instance, at 
one stage every route was going through Ankara. Actually, smugglers and 
migrants don’t use Ankara, so the i-Map is not very precise. It could be 
developed but it is not very useful in its present state.25

How do we make sense of these tools? On the one hand, they are pre-
sented as all-encompassing meta-tools, which can be applied to countries 
indiscriminatingly, and on the other hand, their ‘tailor-made’ dimension is 
often stressed. Balzacq (2008, 80) emphasises that in the same way that 
language does not only have a descriptive function, tools are not neutral, 
unmediated or unmediating objects or activities. Tools can structure rela-
tions as they include and exclude; they produce knowledge on an issue 
shaping how it is perceived. The technical ring associated with tools gives 
such knowledge a feel of objective truthfulness and reliability. These 
insights allow us to critically interpret the following comments from an 
ICMPD bordercrat:

Thanks to the i-Map we all know each other, we have created a supportive 
community with a shared knowledge pool that supports much-needed 
international cooperation.26
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It prompts us to reflect upon who belongs to the i-Map community, 
how its participants are positioned (e.g. European versus Southern), what 
kinds of knowledge are produced and circulated and how is this knowl-
edge received by targeted states (e.g. are they unproblematically assimi-
lated?). Finally, following Pécoud (2015), it prompts reflection on the 
replacement of difficult political questions by tools held to be shaped by 
politically neutral policy directions.

Over the past years there has been emphasis on South–South migra-
tion, which in IGO terminology essentially means migration contained 
away from Europe. Accordingly, irregular migration was not only a 
European problem but also a North African, sub-Saharan and Middle 
Eastern one. Promotion of the importance of South–South cooperation 
emphasised that it is in the interest of Southern states to adopt European 
migration management practices to protect themselves from unwanted 
migrant flows. One ICMPD staff member commented:

Immigration was not such a politicised issue until recently. We tried to stress 
that migration is not only a threat to Europe … not all flows head towards 
Europe for whatever reason it is really a problem for all states and demands 
cooperation. In the case of Turkey, this message has been much easier to get 
across since the Syrian crises as the media and public opinion sees migration 
as threatening.27

In this case, ‘Southern’ countries were, on the one hand, labelled as 
under threat and, on the other, there was emphasis on South–South coop-
eration as their responsibility—to reduce irregular migration and risks to 
migrants (or their citizens’ lives). South–South information sharing on 
managing migration routes is consistently called for during the dialogue 
meetings. ICMPD staff and others stress that this problem is not only a 
European one, that migration also poses a threat to Southern states. 
Emphasis is placed on giving examples of best practices of South–South 
cooperation in order to present a ‘balanced’ approach. Although the 
Budapest Process and the MTM are not formal EU Dialogues, they can be 
interpreted as part of the EU’s effort to strengthen cooperation with non-
EU countries in the field of migration.

To conclude, RCPs are an important feature for the production, main-
tenance and enculturation of transnational communities of bordercrats. 
Through regular meetings, shared discourses and the employment of dis-
courses of social harmony framed as technical and expert driven, they 
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strive to create a shared community characterised by ‘common interests’ 
and ‘common problems’. While RCPs claim to be technical and non-
political, they function to pave the way for the externalisation of Europe’s 
borders. The language, tools and technologies deployed by and through 
RCPs function to promote forms of international cooperation, policies 
and practices guided by a containment agenda—to keep ‘undesirable’ 
migration flows east and southwards of the EU.

In the case of both dialogues, Turkey has been positioned so as to 
encourage it to become an active subject in European bordering practices. 
Various techniques of partnership underpin this process from specific lan-
guage and categorisations, technical IT tools and mappings, to socialising 
activities, all of which function to steer migration government in Turkey. 
These elements, knowledges, norms, routines and technologies can be 
conceived of as participating in and making border imaginaries of Turkey, 
Europe, the Mediterranean, and beyond.

Through its participation in these RCPs, Turkey has been able to posi-
tion itself (and has been positioned) as norm entrepreneur and mediator/
leader in migration management, rather than merely on the receiving end 
of European externalisation policies. This positionality appears to be 
inflected with an orientalist gaze whereby Turkey is seen to be a natural 
mediator between East and West. The categorisation of Turkey as a 
European country by the ICMPD is a technique of partnership that aims 
to bring Turkey in line with European political interests, to adopt a 
‘European outlook’, whereby Turkey’s Muslim identity is emphasised as a 
means for Turkey to be better equipped to speak and be heard by fellow 
Muslim countries. Turkey has become both an object and a subject of EU 
bordering practices not only in relation to migration government in 
Turkey but also in respect to that in so-called Southern countries.
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CHAPTER 4

The UNHCR Steer

Abstract  This chapter examines the emergence of ‘the refugee problem’ 
in Turkey and how this problematic has been constituted through a focus 
on the trajectory of the UNHCR’s recent relationship with the Turkish 
government. We point to a concern by UNHCR to cultivate and lead a 
productive relationship with stakeholders in refugee governance through 
a charm offensive and techniques of partnership. This case exposes the 
muddy terrain in which the UNHCR steers Turkey’s refugee policies 
towards European interests.

Keywords  Refugee • UNHCR • Humanitarianism • Safe country 
 • Steer

In Chapter 3 we discuss mobility government and the EU externalisation 
agenda. We do not thereby suggest that Turkey was the passive victim of 
intergovernmental organisation (IGO) manipulation or orientalist domi-
nation. In this chapter we elaborate on how the Turkish government 
asserts its authority in the field of international refugee government.

Humanitarian discourses can serve as a means to support powerful 
states of the global North to intervene in sovereign states. Here connec-
tivities with the UNHCR accommodations concerning how the Turkish 
authorities govern refugees are studied. Merlingen (2003) and Joseph 
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(2009) shed light on the way in which governmental rationalities and 
techniques developed in Western states (and reflecting the interests of 
these states) are being diffused in the non-West, often with the assistance 
of international and IGOs. Barnett’s analysis of the UNHCR resonates 
with this interpretation as he argues that the UNHCR is a player within 
this process since it at once diffuses global standards as having unquestion-
able universal validity and secretes a Western bias. As he puts it:

UNHCR’s role is bound up with a global governance that is designed to 
maintain and reproduce an international order defined by a state system 
(sovereignty), whose principal beneficiaries are Western states (contain the 
refugees), and that contains a cultural hegemony (liberalism and individual 
rights). (2001, 269)

This cultural hegemony has taken different forms according to different 
contexts. The ‘refugee’ became a part of the international system in the 
post-World War II context through the ratification of the Geneva 
Convention in 1951. This legal category was at first constructed to deal 
with the mass human displacement following World War II. The definition 
of the refugee was extended through the 1967 Protocol, which removed 
geographical and temporal restrictions from the Convention. During the 
Cold War, refugees fleeing Eastern Europe and Russia towards the West 
had a symbolic political function; their decision to flee served as a means to 
undermine Communist ideology (Betts 2011; Loescher et al. 2008). Thus, 
at this time the figure of the refugee was represented as a hero or freedom 
fighter. Much has changed since the fall of the Berlin Wall, not least in 
terms of numbers of potential refugees seeking sanctuary, countries of ori-
gin, reasons for seeking asylum and the ways in which bordering practices 
regulate their prospects. Refugees largely lost their symbolic value and 
became associated with the language of burden and threat (Loescher 
2001), a ‘global pariah’ (Andersson 2015).

This construction of the refugee was heightened during the aftermath 
of 9/11, particularly in relation to the male Muslim who has become 
increasingly associated with the terrorist threat. This securitisation of the 
(Muslim) foreigner would have a significant impact on global refugee gov-
ernance, as deserved refugeness became increasingly subject to the suc-
cessful negotiation of security practices. Officers in the field with a security 
brief (Homeland Security or border management officials) or ones of care 
(NGO and IGO officials), all acknowledged a growing tension between 
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humanitarian and security imperatives in their work. Agier (2011) points 
to the ways in which these imperatives are impossible to separate precisely 
because humanitarian rationales rest on principles of categorisation, selec-
tion and the limitation of mobility. For bordercrats in this field, being 
concerned with these principles increasingly involves a balance between 
security and protection. As a result, the protection claims of the individual 
have become more and more subsumed to what are felt to be the security 
needs of the population as a whole.

Here we turn to a discussion of the emergence of ‘the refugee problem’ 
in Turkey and how this problematic has been constituted through a focus 
on the trajectory of the UNHCR’s recent relationship with the Turkish 
government. We point to a concern by the UNHCR to cultivate and lead 
a productive relationship with stakeholders in refugee governance.

Turkey’s refugee context has dramatically shifted since the post-World 
War II era. As of 2017, Turkey hosts over three million Syrian refugees.1 
Turkey has also become an important country of asylum for many persons 
fleeing Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Somalia and Ethiopia, among others. 
However, all non-European refugees in Turkey are not permitted to stay 
on a permanent basis. Indeed, Turkey was a drafter and one of the first 
signatories of the 1951 Geneva Convention, although it chose to impose 
the geographical limitation pursuant to Article 1b of the Convention, lim-
iting the scope of the Convention to ‘persons who have become refugees 
as a result of events occurring in Europe’.2 This meant that Turkey only 
granted refugee status to asylum seekers from Europe. This practice in 
Turkey’s governance of refugee was a result of the Cold War context and 
Turkey’s role as an ally to the West. This created a two-tier system in 
which all non-European refugees would have no long-term possibilities of 
integration into Turkish society and must be resettled. This two-tier sys-
tem gave way to a significant role for the UNHCR in refugee government 
in Turkey, which would carry out refugee status determination (RSD) 
procedure for all non-European asylum seekers and coordinate resettle-
ment practices for those accorded refugee status. The UNHCR’s role has 
shifted over the years since its arrival in Turkey.

Içduygu and Kirisci (2009, 16) report that an estimated 13,500 asylum 
seekers from the ex-Soviet European countries benefited from protection 
in Turkey from 1970 to the fall of the Berlin Wall. This was followed by 
20,000 Bosnian refugees fleeing the former Yugoslavia crisis, who were 
given temporary protection in Turkey, as well as 18,000 Kosovars who 
sought protection in Turkey in the late 1999s. From the 1980s onwards, 
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Turkey witnessed an increase and diversification in people seeking asylum, 
notably regarding the emergence of significant flows of non-European asy-
lum seekers. In the context of the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, thou-
sands of regime opponents and religious and ethnic minority groups fled 
to Turkey. To deal with these flows, the UNHCR and the Turkish govern-
ment developed a working arrangement so that the UNHCR could pro-
cess the asylum claims on the basis that successful applicants would be 
resettled to a third country. Furthermore, the war between Iran and Iraq 
in the late 1980s and the Gulf War in the early 1990s caused many to seek 
refuge in Turkey, including several mass influxes of Iraqi Kurds in 1988 
and 1991. This was a particularly sensitive development, as the Turkish 
government feared that the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) fighters might 
be amongst the ‘bona fide’ refugees seeking protection. For Turkey, at this 
time the fear of the dangerous Other among refugee flows was linked to its 
domestic struggle against the Kurdish independent movements (Içduygu 
and Kirisci 2009). Moreover, the rapid growth of asylum seekers and illegal 
entries into Turkey and the difficulties of deporting large numbers of 
‘failed’ asylum seekers put pressure on Turkey–UNHCR relations.

As asylum became increasingly viewed through a security lens, the 
Turkish government sought to regain control of the asylum system from 
the UNHCR. In this context, the government issued a Regulation in 1994 
on the Procedures and Principles Related to Mass Influx and the Foreigners 
arriving in Turkey either as Individuals or in Groups wishing to seek Asylum 
either from Turkey or Requesting Residence Permits with the Intention of seek-
ing Asylum from a Third Country.3 The Regulation formally introduced a 
parallel process in which Turkish authorities would also conduct status 
determination. Unlike the 2013 Law on Foreigners and International 
Protection (LFIP), international experts from the UNHCR, EU agencies, 
academia and civil society were not consulted during the preparation of the 
Regulation. The Regulation was driven by a strong security orientation; it 
introduced a satellite city system in which asylum seekers were designated a 
city of residence that they were not permitted to leave. It further stipulated 
that asylum seekers must register with the Turkish authorities upon their 
arrival in Turkey within a space of five days. This five-day rule led to a tense 
relationship with the UNHCR when recognised individuals would be 
stopped from leaving the country for resettlement because they had not 
abided by the rule. Furthermore, the international community criticised 
several instances of refoulement, when Turkey deported refugees who had 
been recognised by the UNHCR (Kirisci 2012; Biehl 2009).
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These incidents provoked criticism by European agencies, IGOs and 
NGOs. In 1997, as part of an effort to reshape Turkish asylum practices, 
the UNHCR persuaded the Turkish authorities to let it carry out an exten-
sive training programme for police officers, judges and prosecutors in order 
to disseminate international standards of practice on migration and asy-
lum.4 These interventions could be said to be the beginnings of a more 
vigorous ‘problematisation’ of Turkey’s migration and asylum landscape.

UNHCR relations improved with Turkey towards the end of the 1990s; 
the UNHCR tried to avoid giving the impression of overstepping its role 
in Turkey’s sovereign space. Thus it positioned its role as monitoring and 
benchmarking progress, supporting the Turkish state, rather than playing 
an explicit one of intervening in Turkey’s asylum governance. Positioning 
itself as an apparently light-interventionist partner was part of the way in 
which UNHCR Turkey considerably improved its relations with the 
Turkish authorities since the 1990s.5 However, a decade later there was 
another dip in UNHCR–Turkey relations, as UNHCR shamed and blamed 
Turkey, rendering fragile its positioning as legitimate actor within this field.

An examination of UNHCR Turkey’s press releases, news stories and 
briefing notes from the period 1996–2014 offers some insight into 
UNHCR–Turkey’s shifting relations and the evolving ways in which the 
UNHCR gives meaning and order to Turkey’s refugee context. These 
communications can be interpreted as ‘external inspections’ (Joseph 
2009) having the aim of assessing whether Turkey’s policies meet ‘global 
refugee standards’. States are assessed on their compliance and encour-
aged to self-regulate, according to rational, normalised conduct. 
Benchmarking and measuring ‘progress’ is constitutive of what Joseph 
(2009) calls a ‘normalising discourse’; he explains:

Defining good governance in this way allows for a normalising discourse that 
sets standards by which to judge the achievement of certain domestic goals 
and which can be used to blame countries when these standards are not seen 
to have been achieved. These norms are not imposed but are applied using a 
complex process of assessment of compliance. (Joseph 2009, 422)

By setting such normative standards, benchmarking enacts new forms 
of global inclusion and exclusion by ‘redefining the core and periphery by 
linking those organisations and people to those who have “value” and 
discarding the rest’ (Larner and Le Haron 2004, 219). This technique 
subtly closes off alternative ways of reading ‘good governance’ of refugees 
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and encourages Turkey to take responsibility and ownership for the prob-
lem as defined by others (Hindess 2004, 35). While the UNHCR may 
strive to promote a ‘normalising discourse’, this does not mean that such 
a discourse is accepted and assimilated in straightforward ways.

The UNHCR published very few communications and news briefs in 
the early 2000s on Turkey’s refugee situation. However, this changed by 
2007 and 2008 when the UNHCR published a successive number of con-
demning communications and briefing notes criticising the Turkish gov-
ernment for the disrespect of the refoulement principle as outlined in the 
1951 Geneva Convention. To offer some examples, in March 2007, the 
UNHCR condemned the Turkish government over the refoulement of an 
Iraqi individual, recognised as a refugee by the UNHCR6; in July 2007, 
the UNHCR criticised Turkey for the forced return of 135 Iraqis, some of 
whom had made an asylum claim; in August 2007, the UNHCR publi-
cally criticised the Turkish government over the expulsion of five Iranian 
refugees to Northern Iraq7; in April 2008, the UNHCR published a 
communication heavily criticising the Turkish government for the disre-
spect of non-refoulement and the deaths of four foreign nationals.8 Four 
men, including an Iranian recognised as a refugee by the UNHCR, 
drowned after the Turkish police forced a group of 18 people to cross a 
fast-flowing river separating Turkey from Iraq.

Following the publication of critical press releases, Turkish officials 
from the Ministry of Interior called a meeting with the UNHCR represen-
tative. At the beginning of the meeting, a high-ranking official from the 
Turkish Ministry of Interior stood in front of Michel Gaudé, the then 
UNHCR Head of Office, and ceremoniously snapped a pencil in two. 
This pencil-breaking drama was meant to symbolise the threat of a broken 
relationship between the two parties. The UNHCR was told that if the 
organisation were to commit the same mistake in publically shaming 
Turkey, UNHCR–Turkey relations would suffer. This incident would 
mark another essential turning point in UNHCR–Turkey relations; there-
after, the UNHCR refrained from all further criticism of Turkish govern-
mental practices. This example adds to the complexity of Joseph’s (2009) 
‘complex mechanisms of compliance’ which are clearly not unidirectional; 
the UNHCR is only given space to assess and measure Turkey in relation 
to other countries, so long as it does not offend Turkey. If UNHCR 
aspired to be the inspector of Turkey’s refugee problem, it had to tread 
careful ground. One organisational strategy to facilitate this ground was to 
change UNHCR Turkey’s leadership.
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The UNHCR Turkey’s leadership was changed in 2011. Michel Gaudé, 
the then Head of Office, was replaced by Karim Atassi as Representative of 
UNHCR Turkey. While Gaudé was known to have pushed for a human 
rights-centred approach (as indicated in the controversial press releases) 
and strengthened dialogue with NGOs, his replacement took a much 
more pro-government, less overtly critical approach. Rather than trying to 
bring Turkey in line with the ‘in-group’, Atassi was more concerned with 
bringing UNHCR back from the periphery to the centre stage in the 
refugee field. In his first meeting with the Turkish authorities he declared 
that they should forget all that was said and done by UNHCR under 
Gaudé’s leadership and start afresh.9 This new leadership regime pursued 
a charm offensive that recalls tactics we have discussed in past chapters. 
Indeed, this resonates with Balzacq’s (2009) analysis of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy as a befriending process as well as our discussion of 
the International Organisation of Migration (IOM) and the International 
Centre for Migration and Policy Development (ICMPD) who govern ‘in 
the interest’ of their subjects in previous chapters. It is about bringing 
Turkey into the fold not through coercion but by praising Turkey and 
encouraging ‘responsible’, ‘rational’ forms of self-governance through 
‘like-minded’ states with shared interests.

Henceforth the UNHCR ceased all criticism towards the government and 
developed a revised discourse of partnership and collaboration. The recent 
comments from a senior UNHCR official capture the spirit of this shift:

As the 50-year partner of the Turkish State, UNHCR has had the opportu-
nity to observe the progress achieved by Turkey, a country that continues to 
expand its asylum space, offering protection to those in need.10

This official went on to speak of an amiable, mutually supportive, warm 
relationship. Clearly, UNHCR is at a distance from the more reproachful 
stance signalled above concerning its claims to be ‘observing Turkey’s 
progress’. The change in UNHCR leadership and strategy came about at 
the same time as the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011. Turkey has 
become one of the main ‘host countries’ for Syrian refugees. By January 
2015, Turkey was hosting over 1,800,000 Syrian ‘persons of concern’.11

In 2011, UNHCR Turkey published almost exclusively press releases 
on the Syrian refugee situation in Turkey, and reported on the growing 
numbers and UNHCR responsive activities with this group. This context 
enabled UNHCR Turkey to broaden its agenda and activities. One indica-
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tion of this is the exponential growth in UNHCR Turkey’s annual budget: 
before the Syrian crisis in 2010, UNHCR Turkey’s budget was 17,693,965 
euros, and by 2014, it stood at 306,553,430 euros.12

While UNHCR’s role was limited towards the beginning of the crisis, 
gradually it managed to regain trust and enhance its role in the refugee 
field of intervention. UNHCR Turkey briefing notes and communications 
began to praise Turkey, ‘welcoming’ the New Law,13 ‘welcoming’ prac-
tices with Syrian refugees, as well as the local population.14 The UNHCR 
Representative Karim Atassi strongly praised what he referred to as ‘the 
Turkish model’ amid the Syrian refugee crisis and congratulated Turkey 
for passing the 2013 LFIP, stating that:

the UNHCR has never seen a country in the middle of a crisis adopting a 
law managing asylum and migration. There is no other country. Turkey is 
the first one … Whenever we sit with other countries, we tell them Turkey 
has done it. If you have more refugees coming to your territory this does 
not decrease the quality of asylum. This is the Turkey model. It is 
working.15

Atassi reiterated Turkey’s ‘consistent improvement in the quality of asy-
lum’ and he welcomed the Turkish people’s hospitality and generosity 
towards its neighbours. What he neglected to mention was that the 2013 
law did not provide enduring protective legislation for Syrian refugees. 
Instead, the Turkish government created a special ‘guest’ status for Syrian 
nationals, which was also later extended to Palestinian nationals fleeing 
Syria.16 A regulation on temporary protection was issued on 22 October 
2014 by the Council of Ministers of the Turkish Republic, applying to 
Syrian nationals and stateless persons from Syria. It implied that Syrian 
nationals will be admitted to Turkey and are protected from refoulement. 
This temporary protection status excludes this group from entering the 
traditional refugee status determination procedure for non-European asy-
lum seekers and gives it no prospect for long-term integration into Turkish 
society, leaving refugees in a state of limbo. Despite much criticism from 
civil society, the UNHCR declared that this Directive was an ‘appropriate’ 
way to deal with mass influxes.17

Individual career interests, ethical orientations and the organisation’s 
positioning within the field influence UNHCR’s framing of, and interven-
tions in, Turkey’s refugee problem. In particular, there is evidence of a 
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pragmatic approach. For example, one UNHCR staff commented regard-
ing the 2013 Law:

The UNHCR and the IOM have not been critical because they want to 
invest first and foremost in getting the law passed; if the law passed today, 
the credit would go to the current management; they act as a PR for the 
government for their careers; they do not want the Syrian refugee crisis to 
harm the law procedure.18

Privately some UNHCR officers were much more critical about the 
situation of Syrian refugees, particularly in relation to the lack of legal 
underpinning to the temporary guest status. However, as one UNHCR 
officer said, they did not want to jeopardise the UNHCR Directorate’s 
efforts to create or maintain amenable conditions for the law to be passed 
smoothly.19

UNHCR Turkey, then, refrained from all criticism of Turkey’s approach 
to dealing with the Syrians; it did not criticise conditions in the camps or, 
for example, the neglect of the security concerns of persons residing in the 
camps.

Turkey has always been reluctant in getting help from International 
Organisations. For instance, with the Syria refugee crisis, the donors com-
plained why are we (UNHCR) are not there, so instead, they extended our 
technical role, but they still didn’t give us an operational one. In order to 
avoid criticism and increase funds we went from 8 field staff to about 60. So 
they are happy … we do not reflect the problems that are going on. The 
government is happy, we are supporting conditions in the camp, we have 
not been critical. For example, when there is a fire or violence, we don’t 
mention it. We only emphasise the positive aspects.20

The camps are run by local governerships and the Turkish Red Crescent. 
At first the UNHCR was not allowed access to the camps, but as trust was 
renewed among the two parties, UNHCR managed to secure a ‘technical’ 
role. National and international humanitarian NGOs are not allowed in 
the camps apart from the Turkish NGOs, IḢH Iṅsani Yardım Vakfı and 
Support for Life, who are allowed to provide assistance in the camps on an 
informal basis. By 2012, the UNHCR was present in all provinces where 
Syrian refugees are hosted in camps (Hatay, Kilis, Gazientep, SanliUrfa). 
The UNHCR’s ‘technical’ role involved ‘monitoring’ and providing 
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‘assistance’ in the camp, although, as noted above, this ‘monitoring’ role 
was highly limited.21

Prime Minister Erdoğan was formally congratulated by the UNHCR 
for his open border policy for persons fleeing Syria as early as June 2011. 
Although UNHCR staff were aware that this ‘open border policy’ was to 
some extent filtered and that Turkey only let a few people in at a time 
(leading to the emergence of spontaneous camps in Syria), this was not 
said in the public realm. Furthermore, when the Turkish authorities closed 
the border in April 2015, the UNHCR did not issue any criticism despite 
the fact that Syrians seeking to flee out of the country now had no way of 
doing so.

A similar stance to that of the UNHCR can be seen within the IOM. For 
instance, almost comically a Turkish representative of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs quoted an IOM official’s evaluation of a Syrian refugee 
camp in Hatay in the south-east of Turkey:

They were the best that he has seen in his 20 years carrier. I can say that 
accommodation provided is much better than some of the ‘expensive’ bud-
get hotels in Geneva.22

In contrast to the evaluation of Turkey’s policies towards Syrian refugees 
by the IOM and the UNHCR, NGOs were reporting stories of fires, sexual 
assaults, theft and hunger across the Syrian refugee camps.23 Other NGOs 
heavily criticised Turkey for closing its borders to Syria, alongside other 
neighbouring countries to Syria, rendering it increasingly difficult for 
Syrians to leave the country in order to seek international protection.24

Clearly, IGOs have to deal with local contexts and the prospect of 
diminished power in the face of sovereign power. The UNHCR has been 
able to steer refugee governance by subduing its critique of the Turkish 
government’s human rights record with respect to refugees in order to 
allow for amenable conditions for its own operations and expansion. This 
strategy of accommodation necessarily means that the application of 
rights-based refugee governance is compromised or at least suspended in 
favour of a law which promises to bestow rights in the future. As subject 
and object of refugee governance, the UNHCR both steers and is steered. 
This steer is referential not only to the governmental authorities, but also 
to the NGOs working in the field of asylum.

The bordercratic field of refugee interventions is one in which NGOs 
have a significant presence. The Turkish government does not provide 
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much funding for civil society actors and generally engages in little coop-
eration with them. Be that as it may, civil society actors concerned with 
issues of migration and asylum rose in the 1990s and 2000s. While some 
of these NGOs and associations are Turkish—IḢH Iṅsani Yardım Vakfı 
(IHH Human Relief Foundation 1992), Mülteci-Der (Association for 
Solidarity with Refugees 2008), ASAM—the vast majority are interna-
tional—the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly (Caritas 1991), Médécins Sans 
Frontières (MSF), the International Catholic Migration Commission 
(ICMC), Istanbul Migration Charity (IMC), the Human Resource 
Development Foundation (HRDF), Dabatum. The associations and 
NGOs provide migrants and refugees with various kinds of social, health, 
legal, spiritual persuasion and support; some also do advocacy. Some of 
these organisations only work with migrant and refugee population, 
whereas some have a much broader spectrum of activities and also provide 
assistance to Turkish nationals. It is an important part of the UNHCR’s 
role to cooperate with these organisations, as the UNHCR formal man-
date states that ‘the Office works in partnership with governments, 
regional organizations, international and non-governmental 
organizations’.

Again, the UNHCR has to tread careful ground in Turkey because the 
Turkish government is suspicious of some NGOs. The challenge for the 
UNHCR is to be friendly but not so much that it rattles the Turkish gov-
ernment. For instance, in 2008 the UNHCR planned to organise a meet-
ing in cooperation with the Turkish government and NGOs on the 
detention centre in Erzurum. However, the UNHCR had been given a 
black list of NGOs that they were directed to exclude from the meeting. 
The list included the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly, a human rights organ-
isation which provides extensive support for asylum seekers and refugees 
in terms of legal assistance and advocacy. In response to the exclusion of 
the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly, other NGOs working on migration and 
asylum issues formed a coalition and wrote a public letter to the UNHCR 
denouncing this exclusion and demanding that either all NGOs be invited 
to participate or none at all.25 In the end the meeting did not take place. 
For the UNHCR, whose mission includes the objective to cooperate with 
civil society, this was a shameful moment which destabilised its positioning 
as mediator between the Turkish state and the NGO community.

Another attempt of the UNHCR to configure the field is offered by a 
case in 2009 when the UNHCR tried to establish a Turkish Refugee 
Council, modelled upon the Dutch Refugee Council, and agreed to fund 
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this endeavour. The UNHCR’s proposed Council included governmental 
actors as well as a select pool of NGOs. Two important NGOs—Helsinki 
Citizens’ Assembly and Amnesty International—refused the idea of creat-
ing a council in cooperation with governmental authorities ‘led’ by the 
UNHCR. This rejection of cooperation through the UNHCR’s leader-
ship led to significant deterioration in UNHCR–NGO relations, and 
several years later a rival body, the Coordination for Refugee Rights, was 
established in March 2010 by five human rights organisations.26

Thus UNHCR–NGO relations suffered as a consequence of the 
UNHCR’s strategic pro-governmental strategy. This was problematic on 
two levels; firstly, the UNHCR’s international standing and legitimacy is 
dependent on its consideration as removed (at least partially) from state 
interests; and secondly, the UNHCR needed to delegate certain activities 
and their funding to NGOs. One means through which the UNHCR 
sought to encourage good relations with members of the civil society com-
munity was to create an NGO, namely, ASAM, as a direct product of the 
UNHCR even though its status is not formalised. ASAM was the outcome 
of a meeting in which the UNHCR expressed a need for an NGO to pro-
vide aid and carry out pre-registration for asylum seekers and refugees.

In the light of ASAM’s ambiguous status, it had little legitimacy among 
NGO peers because it was seen as a wooden horse for the UNHCR. Indeed, 
the UNHCR sought to assert its influence by using ASAM as a conduit for 
its norms and refugee knowledge. For instance, in 2010, ASAM circulated 
an email that endorsed and promoted the proposition of the UNHCR to 
create a Turkish Refugee Council. None of the NGOs replied to the email.

From 2011, the leadership of the UNHCR had extremely poor rela-
tions with NGOs since it exhibited low tolerance of any criticism from civil 
society groups. It would seem that the UNHCR cultivated its good rela-
tions with Turkish governmental authorities at the expense of its relations 
with the NGO community. In 2011, the UNHCR representative went so 
far as to declare that Amnesty International and other human rights-
orientated NGOs were untrustworthy. When Amnesty Turkey launched a 
campaign on cases of torture in Turkish migrant detention centres in the 
light of video footage recorded on mobile phones, the UNHCR represen-
tative dismissed the video as a fake.27

The UNHCR was a key participant in drafting the 2013 LFIP. To a 
lesser extent, NGOs were also invited to offer feedback on the law (which 
was a precedent in Turkey).28 While the UNHCR publically congratulated 
Turkey on this open practice, this was a cosmetic move; behind closed 
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doors the UNHCR did not support any of the feedback or criticisms made 
by the NGOs. For instance, it dismissed criticisms regarding the tempo-
rary protection directive for Syrian refugees. Nor did the UNHCR sup-
port the pleas of the NGO community for Turkey to afford protection to 
LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual) cases. The resistance to posing 
political challenges whether to the Turkish government or to NGOs in 
relation to the government of refugees exposes the difficulty of sustaining 
a neutral stance, while at the same time pushing a particular agenda and a 
confining problematisation. Evidence of this can be found in the UNHCR-
led quarterly NGO meetings. These meetings can be considered as tools 
by which the UNHCR strives to bring actors into the UNHCR’s cogni-
tive frame on refugee government, acting in some ways as a ‘norm entre-
preneur’ (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 897):

Norm entrepreneurs are critical for norm emergence because they call atten-
tion to issues or even ‘create’ issues by using language that names, interprets, 
and dramatizes them … The construction of cognitive frames is an essential 
component of norm entrepreneurs’ political strategies, since, when they are 
successful, the new frames resonate with broader public understandings and 
are adopted as new ways of talking about and understanding issues.

While norm entrepreneurship is often associated with radical paradigm 
shifting or at least new perspectives, the norms the UNHCR was promot-
ing were a more stable and accepted way of seeing and doing refugee 
governance. The declared aim of these meetings is to provide an opportu-
nity for the UNHCR and NGOs to discuss with one another current 
issues regarding refugees in Turkey. The function of these meetings was to 
encourage participants to assimilate norms set by the UNHCR and to 
strengthen a sense of community. However, the very name ‘UNHCR 
NGO Consultation meetings’ suggests an asymmetry between the leader 
and the led.

These consultation meetings are led by the UNHCR Ankara Chief of 
Mission and bring together disparate actors, from human rights organisa-
tions, to Christian missionaries, Islamic organisations, to IGOs. They take 
place in four- or five-star hotels in Istanbul, normally in the Beyoğlu 
neighbourhood, where most of these organisations are based. In addition 
to their formal content, these meetings offer an occasion for the different 
agencies involved to chat in the coffee breaks. Most of these break discus-
sions take place in English. Most participants know each other either from 
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past meetings or from other activities in which they collaborate. This is not 
surprising because bordercratic transnational groups crisscross in terms of 
function, collaboration, purpose and client group. About half of the peo-
ple sitting around the table are ‘internationals’; they come from Western 
states: Italy, Sweden, the UK, France, Germany, the US, Canada, suggest-
ing international can be a synonym for the West. Indeed, some of the 
Turkish delegates tend to sit in the corner of the room, somewhat isolated 
socially, spatially and linguistically from the other delegates.

Much like the regional consultative processes, the meetings are struc-
tured to broadcast information rather than to encourage dialogue. They 
last for about three to four hours with half an hour assigned for discussion 
time at the end of three or four long UNHCR presentations; thus the 
setup of the meetings leaves little time for debate or dissent.29 One hope 
held out by the UNHCR is that NGOs close to the ground will convey to 
potential refugees and asylum seekers the resource challenges the UNHCR 
feels are not fully appreciated. Some NGOs are more yielding to the 
UNHCR perspectives than others. Yet despite frustrations evident in the 
meeting, once it is over, relations are less strained as participants smile, 
laugh and joke with one another over a çay and baklava.

The UNHCR frame is not cynically forced upon NGOs; rather, it is 
conveyed through a strong emphasis on identification with common inter-
ests and problems—this has both a discursive and a non-discursive dimen-
sion. Arguably, a non-discursive process to this convergence is ensured by 
the mere presence of the NGOs in these meetings and their invitation as 
welcome guests, respected actors in the government or refugees in Turkey, 
who deserve to be kept up-to-date and can valuably share expertise and 
knowledge with other members of the group.

At times there was an opportunist move from ‘we’ to ‘you’ that resonates 
with the kind of ownership display discussed in Chapter 2. A noteworthy 
phrase uttered by a senior official to the NGOs present was ‘Congratulations, 
your law has been adopted’. As we have seen in Chapter 2, the UNHCR as 
well as other IGOs were closely involved in the drafting of the law; yet, the 
UNHCR did not support any of the criticisms taken up by the NGOs in the 
drafting process of the law. Thus, one could ask, why announce their inclu-
sion when the UNHCR has specifically excluded their proposals? By refer-
ring to the law as ‘theirs’, as a product (at least in part) of NGOs’ expertise 
and interests, the UNHCR is implicitly strengthening the message that they 
are part of the ‘in-group’ (Merlingen 2003), part of a common refugee 
governance community with a shared discourse. Animating the ‘we’ of the 
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group was pursued through further techniques of consensus building, nota-
bly statistical representations and the encouragement of adherence to the 
safe first country principle.

The presentation of issues in the meetings started with a presentation 
of statistical depictions of trends and the scale of the issue. This functions 
to support the UNHCR’s implicit reasoning about balancing freedom and 
security, whereby ‘the constraint of the few is needed for the freedom of 
the many’ (Rose 1999, 10). Assessments of numbers fleeing, applying for 
asylum, resettlement, and so forth are an important part of sense making 
in ‘refugee government’. Typically, the UNHCR senior official would 
start the meeting by defining the current context in these quantitative 
terms. He conveys a picture of an unstable situation, overwhelming num-
bers of those fleeing, and the predicaments in which the UNHCR feels 
they are placed. There will have to be winners and losers. To give one 
example, during a meeting in May 2013, the UNHCR Chief of Mission 
made several references to an influx of Afghans in Turkey. He comments:

Turkey has witnessed an unprecedented increase in Afghans in the last year, 
an increase by 1500 percent between the last quarter 2011 and the last 
quarter 2012 … The numbers of Afghans are so high that if we process 
them we will block the system. Other nationalities will probably benefit 
from the suspension of Afghans.30

These statistically supported problematisations facilitate the diffusion of 
what may otherwise be perceived to be quite a controversial policy in that 
the UNHCR had temporarily stopped registering Afghan asylum seekers’ 
claims. Of relevance here is Salter’s comment that ‘statistics are a form of 
authoritative knowledge practice’ (2008, 254). That is not to suggest that 
this authority is always taken to be credible or that it is never contested.

While some NGOs may have given their blessing to the UNHCR’s 
decision others were more critical of this particular statistical problemati-
sation of ‘the Afghan migration problem’ in Turkey. They did not endorse 
the view that the UNHCR must stop registering Afghans for the sake of 
other nationalities. Two of the NGOs strenuously objected to what they 
described as a discriminatory practice. Thus a minority of NGOs present 
expressed rejection of this zero-sum logic. Yet the UNHCR managed to 
convey implicitly that it is acting in a certain way for the good of the 
whole. Interestingly, a UNHCR Turkey senior official also commented 
during the meeting that:
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the exception will be unaccompanied minors, we will not completely aban-
don them, we will continue to do resettlement referral for this group even 
though we shouldn’t do it.

The claim regarding the UNHCR’s processing of Afghan minors ‘even 
though they shouldn’t’ gives out the impression that the responsible 
response would be not to process Afghans at all but that the UNHCR is 
willing to make an exception for a highly vulnerable group. Thus, the 
UNHCR positions itself as above all a humanitarian actor serving the 
needs of the most vulnerable while at the same time acting in a rational, 
responsible manner, by using its discretionary licence. Another revealing 
example of this licence is that of the safe first country categorisation.

As indicated, certain ways of thinking and understanding Turkey’s refu-
gee problem are encouraged by the UNHCR through the deployment of 
specific language and classifications to make sense of the refugee issue. 
Larner and Le Haron (2004) write that ‘power works in part through its 
ability to name, to define and to describe certain people and places as 
being different from others and in a way that excludes other definitions’ 
(2004, 219). Similar to mobility government more broadly, in refugee 
government, categories of people (asylum seeker, refugee, economic 
migrant) and states (safe country of asylum, safe country of origin, 
Southern/Northern) frame problematisation and responses. The follow-
ing description of the safe first country category described by the UNHCR 
is one such example:

Simply put, the term ‘safe country’ has been applied, in the refugee context, 
to countries which are determined either as being non-refugee-producing 
countries or as being countries in which refugees can enjoy asylum without 
any danger.31

While the UNHCR formally has some reservations about the concept 
and the criteria by which ‘safe’ countries are evaluated,32 they are also key 
drivers of its application, particularly in Turkey. This category is a method 
of refugee population control that purports to be driven by a humanitarian 
ethic. The ‘safe first country’ norm, albeit lacking any grounding in inter-
national law, has become an important category influencing how refugees 
in Turkey are governed. UNHCR Turkey has made use of this category 
for many years as the basis for how it manages resettlement practices. 
Resettlement is meant to be first accorded to individuals from neighbour-
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ing states, for whom Turkey is their ‘first country of asylum’. Thus, while 
the UNHCR still processes the asylum claims of nationals for whom 
Turkey was not considered a ‘safe first country’, these individuals have 
slim chances of being resettled and as a result many remain in Turkey for 
long periods, return to their home country or try to make their way to 
Europe through illegal channels. The ‘successful’ translation of this cate-
gory into Turkish refugee government is evident from its inclusion in the 
2013 Turkish LFIP, inscribing this notion in Turkish national legislation 
for the first time.

Clearly, the deployment of this category is a feature of bordering pro-
cesses, legitimising the containment of refugees in the global South (in the 
declared logic of burden sharing it is held to make sense that a person 
should seek asylum in the first ‘safe country’ he or she reaches). This 
notion does not engage with the reality that the vast majority of refugees 
come from the global South; thus the ‘first safe country’ (potential) refu-
gees will meet will undoubtedly be before Europe. UNHCR Turkey offi-
cials are not overly critical about applying the label of ‘safe country’ to a 
country like Iran for Afghan asylum seekers, despite the numerous reports 
published by human rights-orientated NGOs such as Human Rights 
Watch,33 which have severely criticised Iran’s treatment of this refugee 
population. To the contrary, UNHCR Turkey emphasises the pertinence 
of the ‘safe first country’ category applied in this fashion as a responsible, 
rational approach which puts the human rights of refugees first.

Afghans who have already been given protection status in Iran are not com-
pelled to come to Turkey, this is not their first safe country of asylum and this 
explains why there are very few resettlement spots for this population.34

By advocating the application of this international refugee norm, the 
UNHCR is participating in the maintenance of a specific international 
order, albeit with some reservations. The safe first country principle has a 
responsibilising function for countries of the global South justified through 
humanitarian reasoning. This practice depends on the moral language of 
burden sharing, but actually serves the security interests of Europe in that 
it seeks to keep refugees confined to the global South.

Despite Turkey’s maintenance of the geographical limitation to the 1951 
Geneva Convention, recent developments have nonetheless led to the 
recategorisation of Turkey as a ‘safe’ country for refugees by the EU. This 
categorisation is bound to the March 2016 agreement between the EU and 
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Turkey according to which Syrian refugees who have reached European 
shores should be deported to Turkey. This categorisation finds its legiti-
macy through the 2013 LFIP law discussed in Chapter 2. While on paper 
this law provides asylum seekers and refugees with a fairly extensive rights 
framework, to date the law has not been properly implemented. However, 
the performative effects of the very existence of the law and the Directorate 
General for Migration Management (DGMM) in underpinning Turkey’s 
categorisation as ‘safe’ have enabled the European Commission and its 
member states to claim some authority in this designation. This case exposes 
the muddy terrain in which the UNHCR alongside other IGOs steers 
Turkey’s asylum policies towards European interests. In this way, the safe 
first country principle, promoted by the UNHCR as a tool for protection, 
has an explicit bordering function within this field of humanitarian inter-
vention. In the next chapter I continue my examination of refugee govern-
ment through a focus on the politics of resettlement to the US.
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CHAPTER 5

Refugee (Un)becoming

Abstract  The fusion of humanitarianism and security is exposed in rela-
tion to the (un)making of the deserving refugee. It does so through an 
examination of the process of resettlement to the US. Security practices 
characteristic of the resettlement selection process position the refugee as 
guilty until proven innocent. This active mistrust is enacted by surveillance 
technologies which collect, monitor and assess biodata from which to pro-
duce a ‘threatening population’. In this process ‘risky refugees’ are consti-
tuted through an orientalist gaze based on an imagined amalgam of 
refugee/foreigner/Muslim with a perceived terrorist threat. We describe 
how the ‘less than human’ populations produced through resettlement 
processes are out of sight, so that we only see some of the consequences of 
deselection in the production of ‘illegal’ migration towards Europe.

Keywords  Refugee • Resettlement • Humanitarianism • Security • US

As noted, Critical Border Studies scholars have drawn attention to the dif-
fuse and often deterritorialised nature of contemporary bordering prac-
tices (Parker and Vaughan-Williams 2014; Salter 2012; Walters 2002). 
These scholars emphasise the function of the border as a filtering mecha-
nism rather than a wall or barricade endeavouring to stop all forms of 



86 

mobility. In this way, bordering increasingly involves the targeting of 
(risky) populations rather than simply the protection of territorial lines 
demarcating the outer edges of the state (Parker and Vaughan-Williams 
2014). Bordering functions by creating divisions between normal and 
abnormal, desirable and undesirable mobility (Bigo 2008; Mezzadra and 
Nielson 2013). With this in mind, refugee governance can be understood 
alongside more traditional views of border management (surveillance, 
patrols, walls) as it divides mobile populations into legitimate and illegiti-
mate forms. These divisions are characteristic of what has come to be 
called the humanitarianisation of the border (Walters 2011).

In recent years, we can observe an increase in the use of humanitarian 
discourses in border policing. This discursive practice has gained momen-
tum following widespread media reports of migrant deaths at sea, particu-
larly since the 2013 October tragedy when over 300 migrants lost their 
lives near the shores of Lampedusa. This period witnessed the birth of new 
concepts such as ‘humanitarian border management’, as well as new tools 
for ‘humanitarian policing’ such as the Mare Nostrum1 operation and 
Frontex’s evolving mandate from merely surveillance and detection activi-
ties towards ‘saving lives at sea’. According to this logic, security practices 
to keep out ‘undesirable’ populations are increasingly represented as first 
and foremost a humanitarian endeavour; this discourse has come to pen-
etrate the EU’s external migration agenda. It is widely deployed (implic-
itly or explicitly) by bordercratic actors like the International Organisation 
of Migration (IOM), the International Centre for Migration and Policy 
Development (ICMPD) and the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) who rely on a migration management rationality that 
distances itself from state-centred security discourses in favour of notions 
of social harmony and migrants human rights perspective (Geiger and 
Pécoud 2010). In the past years a growing number of studies have specifi-
cally addressed the humanitarianisation of European bordering practices 
(Cuttita 2014; Pallister-Wilkins 2015; Walters 2011). However, rather 
than exploring the apparent ‘humanitarianisation’ of a more traditionally 
viewed security domain of controlling the territorial border, I explore a 
supposedly humanitarian practice, namely, refugee resettlement, to  expose 
the security reasoning and practices that constitute this process.

As we have seen, Turkey’s refugee context has dramatically shifted since 
the post-World War II era. By the end of 2015, Turkey had become the 
largest host country for refugees in the world with almost three million 
registered refugees by the end of 2016, according to the UNHCR. This is 
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in large part due to the Syrian refugee crisis, although Turkey has also 
become an important country of asylum for many persons fleeing 
Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Somalia and Ethiopia, among others. However, 
non-European refugees in Turkey are not permitted to stay on a perma-
nent basis. While Turkey was a drafter and one of the first signatories of 
the 1951 Geneva Convention, it chose to impose the geographical limita-
tion pursuant to Article 1b of the Convention, limiting the scope of the 
Convention to ‘persons who have become refugees as a result of events 
occurring in Europe’. This meant that Turkey only grants refugee status 
to asylum seekers from Europe. This practice in Turkey’s government of 
refugees was a result of the Cold War context and Turkey’s role as an ally 
to the West. This created a two-tier system in which all non-European 
refugees would be deprived of long-term possibilities of integration pros-
pects into Turkish society and must be resettled. This two-tier system gave 
way to a significant role for international actors in refugee governance in 
Turkey. The UNHCR would carry out a parallel procedure of refugee 
status determination (RSD) for all non-European asylum seekers and pro-
cess resettlement for those accorded refugee status alongside other actors, 
notably the International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC), gov-
ernmental authorities and security professionals.

Individuals must go through a number of stages before being given 
access to RSD in Turkey. Upon arriving in Turkey, all non-European refu-
gees must register themselves with the Turkish police authorities where 
they are assigned a satellite city in which they must reside. In order to 
enter the RSD process with the UNHCR, the (potential) refugee must 
then undergo pre-registration carried out by one of the organisation’s 
implementing partners. In Turkey, the implementing partners are the 
Association for Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and Migrants (ASAM) and 
the Human Resource Development Foundation (HRDF); these NGOs 
‘assure the UNHCR’s presence’ in the 51 satellite cities across Turkey as 
they carry out pre-registration of asylum seekers. More than simple dele-
gation, implementing partners serve as a means for the UNHCR to extend 
its authority.

For agencies involved in refugee (un)becoming in Turkey, vulnerability 
assessments are a crucial means by which decisions are made. Michel Agier 
(2011) offered the notion of a ‘hierarchy of misfortune’ in his study of refu-
gee camps, whereby being classified as highly vulnerable is advantageous for 
acquiring a deserving refugee status. Agier comments (2011, 39):
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Inside the (refugee) camps, the category of ‘refugee’ is itself divided into 
several distinct subcategories of ‘vulnerability’, which end up creating a hier-
archy of misfortune … The ‘displaced person’, the refugee woman, and the 
refugee child, all receive their survival kits to the extent they are recognized 
as belonging to these categories, and thus to the extent they are able to 
attest to this belonging (by stating their age or marital status, by showing 
their injury, or telling the story of a traumatic event).

In the case of refugee government in Turkey, such humanitarian rea-
soning is not confined to the refugee camps but is an integral part of the 
refugee (un)becoming process; humanitarian forms of expertise function 
alongside legal and human rights expert knowledge. The perception of 
vulnerability is measured by ASAM and HRDF through people’s testimo-
nies, but is also supported by medical documentation or a visible disability. 
Categorisations of vulnerability range from the relatively straightforward, 
such as the status of ‘pregnant woman’, to the more interpretive such as 
‘traumatised and seriously distressed’ and ‘demonstrated psycho-social 
disorder’. There is the risk that the vulnerability criteria deployed by the 
UNHCR are treated as objective rather than open to interpretation and 
negotiation.

Asylum seekers who have been identified as highly vulnerable benefit 
from an accelerated RSD process and are given an interview with the 
UNHCR much more rapidly than others. The ‘less vulnerable’ often have 
to wait months if not years before they are accorded a first interview with 
the UNHCR.2 The fast track practice is construed as exceptional and as an 
act of generosity, characteristic elements of humanitarian discourse 
(Ticktin 2006). The long wait for most applicants functions as a form of 
bordering in that it engenders a deceleration of refugee becoming. Such 
deceleration functions as a policy of dissuasion.

When an asylum seeker has undergone RSD, they may be categorised 
as refugees, and given a subform of protection3 or no protection at all. For 
each of these stages, there are different criteria and conditions which 
determine successful passage to the next. In the first stage, the application 
centres on persecution experience, namely, a ‘well-founded fear of perse-
cution’ as defined in the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 1967 Protocol. 
The Geneva Convention has its own bordering logic; the deserving refu-
gee is constructed out of a liberal, individual rights reasoning that is 
opposed to the undeserving ‘economic migrant’ (Nyers 2006). Nyers 
explains that when UN delegates from Western countries were drafting 
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the Geneva Convention in the context of the Cold War, they pushed for a 
refugee definition to embrace those people seeking protection for reasons 
related to what they perceived as ‘pro-Western’ values—civil and political 
rights. Those people who fled from economic deprivation were excluded 
from refugee eligibility. To this day, the ‘economic migrant’ is seen as ille-
gitimate in contrast to the genuine, deserving political refugee. Since 
9/11 we can observe a growing trend in which the attribution of refugee 
status may be overridden by recategorisation as ‘potentially dangerous’. 
From the NGOs to the UNHCR, it is now impossible for humanitarian 
actors in the international refugee regime to proceed in their work with-
out having some measure of engagement with security.

Increasingly, security checks have become a critical stage in the refugee 
determination process as practised by the UNHCR in Turkey. Loescher 
et al. (2008, 97) have noted that ‘concerns with terrorism, security, and 
migration control now dominate the concerns of donor states. Some con-
cern for security is reasonable but serving security interests uncritically 
risks the integrity of UNHCR’s mandate, but ignoring these interests risks 
the UNHCR being bypassed’. UNHCR’s security check may take place 
after the RSD (a person’s refugee status can be revoked) or during the 
process through mechanisms of exclusion.4 One UNHCR caseworker 
spoke of her anxiety and that of her colleagues about unknowingly send-
ing Islamicist terrorists to the US or other countries for resettlement. In 
recent years in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis, several European 
countries (for instance, Austria, Luxembourg, Hungary) have pledged to 
accept the resettlement of only Christian refugees. Some senators in the 
US followed suit, calling for the then President Obama to allow for the 
resettlement of only Christian refugees from the Middle East. The fact 
that some Western countries have indicated their readiness to accept more 
or only Christian refugees rather than Muslim ones reintroduces faith as a 
source of discrimination in refugee governance. While this has become 
heightened under the new Republican presidency of Donald Trump, dis-
criminatory resettlement practices towards Muslims have existed for some 
time. The following UNHCR officers made these comments before the 
Trump presidency:

Exclusion affects national groups differently. In Turkey, it particularly con-
cerns Iraqis, Afghans, Syrians but not so much Iranian. This is why there are 
so few resettlement places for Syrians. They are too scared about bringing in 
the Islamists.5
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Now with Syria it is even worse; everyone is afraid of fighters among these 
people … so we make sure that we also carry out an exclusion interview to 
make sure that an Islamist isn’t being sent to America. This is crucial as it 
would really jeopardise UNHCR capabilities to protect genuine refugees.6

While the UNHCR’s procedural guidelines favour informing the indi-
vidual about the reasons for exclusion, except in ‘exceptional circum-
stances’ full disclosure is often limited. Applicants can formally appeal 
decisions, although the outcome of the appeal is likely to be unsuccessful 
if the applicant is unaware of the reasons behind his or her rejection. If a 
person is excluded from the Geneva Convention, article 3 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights still applies, which means that a person 
cannot be sent back to their country of origin if they are at risk of torture. 
This situation puts many refugees who have suffered exclusion in a state of 
legal limbo. UNHCR officials consider themselves as protectors but the 
meaning they give to protection (protection of the collective) overrides 
here the individual’s struggle for protection. This is an interesting obser-
vation bearing in mind that the Geneva Convention concerns only 
individual forms of persecution. Yet, these individual rights become 
washed away in light of the security of the collective.

UNHCR caseworker staff in Turkey assess a person’s potential to be a 
threat, as they assess his or her credibility regarding their persecution nar-
ratives. One officer explained:

In order to assess a threat, we need a perfect idea of the life of the person, if 
there is a gap that may be suspicious. Or if he was in the army you would ask 
them: ‘what did you do?’ There are two options … sometimes people need 
to talk about what they did, sometimes not giving information is not good 
for the refugee’s case. But we are not the police. The burden of proof for 
exclusion is much higher than for inclusion, which is based on credibility.7

Bearing in mind that refugee protection is inscribed in international 
law, once accorded refugee status legal restraints make it extremely diffi-
cult to revoke this status and practices of exclusion remain few and far 
between. The case of resettlement presents a very different picture; as 
resettlement is not anchored in law, it is much easier for professionals to 
deny a person the right to resettlement on grounds of their security risk. 
It is during this phase that ‘deserving refugees’ can be reconfigured from 
threatened to threatening subjects.
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Resettlement is the only pathway for non-European refugees in Turkey 
to find a stable status with long-term integration prospects; thus attention 
to this phase is critical for understanding the predicament of refugees. The 
fact that all non-European refugees in Turkey are considered only as tem-
porary guests or ‘conditional refugees’ means that Turkey is often experi-
enced as a transit zone, as refugees await to go to another place. Routine 
security checks within the resettlement selection process have been produc-
ing highly significant numbers of ‘risky refugees’ denied resettlement.8

Resettlement, as an ‘instrument of migration management’ (Garnier 
2014), has been insufficiently the object of critical enquiry, yet a study of 
it has much to reveal about the intersection of security with refugee gov-
ernance. In theory, all persons from outside of Europe recognised as 
refugees are eligible for resettlement in Turkey. However, the number of 
recognised refugees far outweighs the resettlement quotas. While resettle-
ment was considered a foreign policy tool during the context of the Cold 
War, it has become increasingly marginalised in the last decades, particu-
larly in light of the rise in asylum claims and the increasing involvement of 
UNHCR in refugee repatriation (Chimni 2004). Loescher and Scanlan 
(1986) have demonstrated how foreign policy motivations underpinning 
refugee governance in the context of the Cold War led to resettlement 
being used as a means to undermine Communist regimes. In the after-
math of the Cold War, the refugee regime was situated within new politi-
cal developments shaped by North–South inequalities and the so-called 
war on terror (Betts and Loescher 2011). Changes in resettlement prac-
tices in the US are illustrative of the effects of these developments.

The US is by far the most important receiving country for refugees in 
Turkey followed by Canada and Australia, while European member states 
have offered few resettlement places for refugees in Turkey, despite the 
EU’s declared efforts to share the refugee burden with Turkey.9 In 2012, 
the majority of resettled refugees to the US were Iraqis and Iranians and 
to a lesser extent Somalis, Afghans and Sudanese. As noted above, Syrian 
nationals are afforded only a temporary protection status in Turkey, and 
thus do not benefit from the same protection status as other refugee 
groups. This means that they are excluded from the traditional resettle-
ment process to the US. However, some EU countries have offered reset-
tlement spaces for Syrian refugees in Turkey in recent years. Indeed, the 
EU promised to resettle up to 75,000 Syrian refugees residing in Turkey 
in the framework of the controversial ‘deal’ made with Turkey in March 
2016. Be this as it may, very small numbers of Syrians have been resettled 
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from Turkey to Europe. As of March 2017, just over 3000 Syrians have 
been resettled from Turkey to the EU.10

In 2013, Turkey received 10,256 refugee resettlement submissions, ren-
dering it the second most important country for resettlement submissions 
(after Malaysia) for that year. Out of this total 7223 refugees were effectively 
resettled. In 2012, 7913 refugees were submitted for resettlement, out of 
which 5929 actually departed.11 For resettlement, refugees have to go 
through a secondary selection process in which states and the UNHCR do 
not operate through legally inscribed definitions of the ‘genuine’ or ‘deserv-
ing’ refugee, but rather choose how they put resettlement policies into prac-
tice. A provisionally positive outcome is then subject to medical and security 
checks carried out by security agencies of the resettlement countries.

Although officially resettlement is first accorded to the most vulnerable, 
many commentators, including the UNHCR, have acknowledged a dis-
criminatory dimension to this refugee selection processes. The UNHCR 
conducts the pre-selection of prospective resettlement candidates based 
on its knowledge and interpretation of ‘appropriate’ profiles. Measures of 
vulnerability of refugees are constructed through an assessment of narra-
tives of persecution, the individual’s biodata and international eligibility 
norms as in the ‘the safe first country’ principle.

The safe first country principle relies on the assumption that if individu-
als do not seek protection in the first safe country they enter, their case is 
questionable. This fails to address the significant variation in each country’s 
resources and the degree of hospitality it gives to refugees. Furthermore, 
this principle is not applied systematically to all nationalities suggesting that 
national political agendas underpin this humanitarian practice.

In addition to the criterion of vulnerability, a UNHCR official explained 
the following formal and informal selection criteria:

We as an international organisation work according to legal definitions of 
persecution outlined in the Geneva Convention. Resettlement countries on 
the other hand have their own criteria, which varies among them. They 
come up with their own set of criteria, which is often political and also often 
includes integration criteria such as education, language, age, medical needs 
… There is also often a cap so as not to burden the health system. For the 
US, it seems to me that integration criteria are particularly crucial.12

It was a widely held view among UNHCR officials that after RSD, the 
refugee goes through a revised assessment of his or her ‘deservedness’ 
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according to more variable criteria depending on how vulnerability is 
translated by the receiving country:

Currently there are limited opportunities for resettlement which are avail-
able for the most vulnerable refugees from Syria. Not every refugee who is 
vulnerable would be considered for resettlement. (UNHCR, 813)

High levels of vulnerability are not always considered an asset in this pro-
cess, as the quotation below from a UNHCR document reveals:

The countries have their own criteria on who they will accept to their coun-
try. Some countries only accept refugees from certain countries. They might 
not want to take members of some political parties and persons who are seen 
as having participated in violent or illegal activities. Some countries would 
not like to take unaccompanied minors or seriously or chronically ill per-
sons, or others, whose care would be expensive for the country … In gen-
eral, the resettlement countries prefer the refugees that come from countries 
neighbouring Turkey. If you come from a region far away from Turkey 
(Africa or Asia), finding a country that would accept you from Turkey is very 
difficult.14

Although the final decision remains with resettlement countries, the 
UNHCR, nonetheless, is charged with making a pre-selection from the 
pool of refugees deemed to be desirable candidates for resettlement. The 
latter are then sent to another intergovernmental organisation, namely, 
the ICMC, for resettlement to the US, or to the IOM if it is to Australia 
or Canada. Then, for those refugees accepted by the US, the ICMC pre-
pares the relevant documents and organises an interview with an officer of 
the US Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services, who makes the 
final decision about the individual’s eligibility for resettlement. A similar 
process is carried out by the IOM for refugees who are resettled to 
Australia and Canada. If refugees manage to get through this stage, they 
face a critical challenge to get through the next stages, which are medical 
and security checks. At this point security concerns are frequently evoked 
to legitimise a collapse of any transparency of process or of the right to 
know any reason for refusal.

The refugee is treated as the most potentially dangerous form of 
migration for the US authorities. This is illustrated by the comments of 
Anne C. Richard, the Assistant Secretary, Bureau of Population, Refugees 
and Migration (US Department of State 2014), who declared: ‘Refugee 
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applicants are subject to more security checks than any other category of 
traveller to the United States’.15 To this effect, a number of security 
screenings take place for refugees applying to be resettled to the 
US. Firstly, the Refugee Support Centre (which in the case of Turkey is 
the ICMC) transfers the refugee’s personal data and background infor-
mation to the US Department of Homeland Security, who runs a name 
check of the refugee through the CLASS (Consular Lookout and Support 
System) database. Since 2008, some refugees began to be submitted to 
‘enhanced inter-agency security checks’; this practice was generalised to 
all refugees by 2010. In parallel, some refugees undergo a Security 
Advisory Opinion (SAO), which is carried out by a number of US law 
enforcement and intelligence agencies.

Refugees from the age of 14 years and upward then have their biomet-
ric data taken (photograph and fingerprints). This information is run 
through another set of databases. If there are no matches, the refugee will 
then be interviewed by the US Citizenship and Immigration Services to 
assess whether the individual qualifies as a refugee under US law. If suc-
cessful, this is followed by a medical screening and cultural orientation 
training. This is followed by a further security check before the person is 
allowed to leave. It involves a second interagency review to assess whether 
there is any new information relating to the refugee as a potential threat. 
These checks clearly add to the waiting and uncertainty as a US Department 
of State Factsheet on resettlement explains:

An individual may experience lengthy delays due to the need to run multiple 
security checks and some individuals may never clear the required checks … 
When a refugee case is placed on hold by one or more of the agencies that 
conduct security clearances due to a name or other biodata match, there is 
sometimes little that can be done to speed the resettlement process.16

These security practices characteristic of the resettlement selection process 
are a form of ‘precautionary governance’, which relies on the assumption 
that security professionals can ‘know the future’ (Aradau and Munster 
2007; Bigo et  al. 2011); in other words, the intelligence gathered and 
scrutinised enables threat predictions. Precautionary governance tends to 
position the refugee as guilty until proven innocent. The climate is one in 
which ‘the terrorist threat replaces active trust with active mistrust’ (Beck 
2002, 44). This active mistrust is enacted by systems of ‘dataveillance’ 
(Bigo 2010) which collect, monitor and assess biodata and in so doing 
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produce a ‘threatening population’. This population has steadily grown in 
recent years: in 2012, 5132 refugees were pre-screened by the ICMC in 
Turkey and 4136 were approved by Homeland Security. That is to say, 
approximately one in five refugees were considered to be a potential secu-
rity threat.

In order to be seen as credible, security professionals must demonstrate 
access to expert knowledge, which enables them to know and make judge-
ments about future risks and risky profiles. While they give the appearance 
of having such expertise, when one takes into consideration the results of 
the risk analysis and the disproportionate number of people considered to 
be at risk, it would seem that their evidential basis is unconvincing. 
According to an ICMC official if there is the slightest suspicion of a ter-
rorist threat in the applicant, the resettlement application will be rejected:

I think it is mostly young men, aged 18 to 35. I suspect that they have a 
number of databases, which they go and check and if there is a hit they don’t 
investigate further, they say no, that is good enough for them. That is my 
personal opinion. There is so much confusion about Arab names, spelling. So 
it is very open to confusion and mistakes; they may present security threats 
but I think that some of them who have been rejected are not threats at all.

The risky profiles produced through bordercratic expertise are based on 
‘data doubles’ (Bigo 2014), that is, a set of identity data based on the 
‘virtual you’, which is an accumulation of any available record that tracks 
or records activities, affiliations and so on. Indeed, the predictive capacity 
of security professionals is highly dependent on technologies of ‘dataveil-
lance’. Bigo et al. comment (2011, 88):

In order to ground the claim that they can know the future, security profes-
sionals must justify that they have access to knowledge that others do not 
have, such as secured databases, personal data including details about one’s 
private life or biometric information. They must also claim a specific know-
how (profiling techniques, risk analyses) which is not readily available but 
which is also reliant on technological devices.

Virtual data is not simply out there as neutral information available for 
risk profiling. The technology is deployed as a database and search tool 
for the composition of risky profiles. It is a border object in so far as it 
supports the constitution of populations and individuals for (im)mobility. 
But technology cannot imagine, that is to say, it cannot frame where to 
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look without technical instruction. Decisions about how to define, mea-
sure and assess risky profiles are made by security professionals according 
to their perceptions of risk. Salter (2008) argues that imagination informs 
the initial conceptualising of risk. Before looking for risky applicants, 
there is an imagining about who that might be. At one time it was through 
an anti-Communist gaze, but now arguably through a more orientalist 
gaze? The unprecedented intensity of rejections of those presumed to be 
Muslim points to an imagined coupling of Muslim with terrorist threat.

Although refugees are unlikely to know precisely why they have been 
designated a risk, they are aware at some level that simply being Muslim 
and/or Arab entraps them in an orientalist gaze. Their individuality is 
denied in favour of a reductive collective identity, which disqualifies them 
from having certain fundamental liberties and mobility rights. An official 
from an international organisation comments:

Homeland Security have been here for weeks, they come as a big team, they 
go through all the information; they have their own databases, their ways of 
checking. We don’t know what kind of information they use. They never tell 
you why they do anything. If they rejected an application they wouldn’t give 
a reason for it. If they are rejected on security grounds, no other country will 
accept them because they are considered a threat. I think there is a formal 
appeal but, if you don’t know why you have been rejected how can you 
prove otherwise? This happens increasingly. Last year it was worryingly 
frequent. People were ready to go, they have their flight tickets and sud-
denly they didn’t pass security clearance and they are pulled out of resettle-
ment. Other members of the family may go … so it could end up breaking 
up families. Like all government security services, they are not 
answerable.17

Those refugees who have been designated a security threat whilst they 
await resettlement are not literally incarcerated in the walls of a prison, yet 
they are thrown into a state akin to banishment. They cannot return to 
their country of origin, they cannot remain in Turkey with a dignified, 
stable status and a full rights framework, and they cannot be resettled due 
to decisions made in the security review. Those who possess the authority 
to exclude them from the resettlement process are not judges, but they 
have considerable gatekeeping powers; they exercise the ability to exclude 
certain categories of people from protection even once they have been 
accorded refugee status. Once rejected for reasons of security, no other 
resettlement country will accept the refugee. He or she is caught in an 
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endless waiting zone, trapped in legal limbo, as the following man 
explained:

We can’t go back to Iran or Afghanistan and they do not let us go to 
America. But there is no life for us here. In Turkey we are just existing not 
living.18

A vivid example of the precarious nature of asylum seeking is provided by 
the case of ‘Mohammed’. This Sudanese man was accepted as a refugee by 
the UNHCR in Turkey. The UNHCR requested his resettlement to the 
US via the ICMC, which was initially accepted. He then received a rejec-
tion letter some months later despite there being no change in his situa-
tion. The following is extracted from his letter of rejection:

After a review of all the information concerning your case, including your 
testimony, supporting documentation, background checks, country condi-
tion and other available information, your application for refugee resettle-
ment in the United States under Section 207 of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act has been denied as a matter of discretion for security related 
reasons.

Like so many other refugees who have been rejected for security reasons, 
Mohammed is in a situation in which he does not know why he has been 
categorised as potentially dangerous, making it extremely difficult to 
appeal the decision from the US Citizenship and Immigration Services.

The predicament of this Sudanese refugee and other failed applicants of 
resettlement is that they have already gone through a selection process for 
refugee status, which has to an extent been emptied of protected meaning 
by discriminatory forms of resettlement practices. The legal protection 
that seemed once to be associated with a new-found refugee status disin-
tegrates in the light of an identity perceived to be Muslim. Selection and 
deselection are a systematic part of refugee government.

Refugees remain the bearers of some limited rights, yet at another level 
they are thrown back into the kind of state of uncertainty and vulnerability 
that characterised the period running up to successful refugee application. 
The grounds for the failure to fulfil another set of criteria established by 
the resettlement countries in question are not available to them. They are 
closed in by a border they have never physically encountered. Once again 
they have become subject to the tyranny of endless uncertainty and wait-
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ing. The bordering practice revealing itself here does not take the form of 
walls, yet it functions to include and exclude, much like the effects of the 
EU border controls described by Bigo:

Resettlement creates ‘local traps’ where people are forced to live in places 
where they do not want to live and where they can be forgotten. In the 
process, some populations end up being less human than others. (Bigo 
2014, 221)

The ‘less than human’ populations produced through resettlement pro-
cesses are erased from view, so that we only see some of the consequences 
of their deselection. At a distance from the ‘border spectacle’ (De Genova 
2013), where Turkish and EU border guards stop migrants’ makeshift 
boats from crossing the Aegean Sea (which render the person’s ‘illegality’ 
visible), bordering practice takes place behind closed doors on the basis of 
unexplained information about the victim as threat. It is not only the refu-
gee subject who lacks information on the bordering processes he or she is 
being subjected to; these practices are also hidden away from the public 
eye.

To date, no member of the bordercratic community based in Turkey 
(NGOs or pro bono legal advisers) assists refugees with appeals following 
rejection on security grounds during the resettlement process, as the fol-
lowing refugee noted:

The NGOs don’t care about us once we have received refugee status, for 
them what is important is once somebody has been labelled a refugee—they 
don’t think about resettlement.19

While there are several NGO actors such as Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly 
who provide extensive legal assistance to asylum seekers in Turkey during 
RSD and in the case of appeal, the rejection of refugees at the stage of 
resettlement has yet to become ‘problematised’ and acted upon by civil 
society actors in Turkey. This security practice is increasingly employed by 
the US administration, not only in relation to the denial of resettlement 
on unspecified security grounds, but also in relation to deportations or 
denial of refugee status during the RSD process on security grounds. It 
seems that security practices that characterise the post-9/11 climate 
exploit an absence of legal representation for this vulnerable group left on 
the margins of society.
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The rejection of entry for resettlement on security grounds overwhelm-
ingly affects (Muslim) males, while women are affected behind the scenes. 
Security practices have resulted in splitting up many families in Turkey as 
men have no means of going forward or back even though their children 
and wives are able to leave for the US or elsewhere. The psychological 
consequences of these policies on the lives of the men targeted as well as 
the women involved can be devastating. The wife of a Somali refugee who 
refused resettlement on security grounds reported:

They have torn our lives apart. We were so thrilled to be finally going some-
where where we can build our lives, live like normal people, have a future. 
and now I don’t know what to think, what to do. It is sending me crazy, I 
have all of these grey hairs now. The worse is that we don’t even know why 
his application has been refused. So what are we supposed to do? I am a 
married woman, am I supposed to continue, to raise my child by myself? It’s 
like a prison with an indefinite sentence, for Mohammad, he is stuck here 
with nothing, but also for me. I may go to the US, but in my head I will be 
with him.

The suffering that women endure from security practices such as these is 
often left unacknowledged. Women are too often their forgotten victims.

Refugees have little space for manoeuvre within the resettlement pro-
cess in Turkey. The conditions it creates lead to the production of irregular 
(transit) migration towards Europe. The decision for many individuals to 
use smugglers to facilitate their mobility prospects is borne (at least in 
part) out of the exclusion of certain populations from finding a politically 
recognised existence in a ‘safe country’.

Resettlement practices between Turkey and the US create amenable 
conditions for the activities of smugglers and as such they are part and 
parcel of the mobility governance apparatus. The processes of selection 
integral to the refugee (un)becoming process tolerates and create illegal-
ity. Bauder (2014) proposes the notion of ‘illegalised immigration’ to go 
beyond the legal versus illegal binary and to acknowledge the processes that 
act on individuals. He quotes McDonald in saying that ‘illegality is recon-
figured through the regularisation process’ (in Bauder 2014, 6). Typically, 
becoming a refugee in Turkey involves illegally crossing the border into 
Turkey, often with the assistance of a smuggler. While waiting for refugee 
status and resettlement, behaving legally is fraught with difficulties; for 
example, by leaving the satellite city to work in Istanbul to survive or by 
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deciding to cross the border illegally into Europe to make another asylum 
claim. Indeed, entering into some form of illegality is an integral part of 
refugee (un)becoming. For bordercrats processing claims, ‘forgiving’ this 
illegality is conditional upon a convincing narrative of ‘appropriate’ perse-
cution. This is then evaluated against humanitarian and security reasoning, 
where we enter murky grounds in terms of the legal status of deserving 
and risky. There is a Kafkaesque side to the filtering out of failed applicants 
who are unlikely to know why they have been designated a risk.

To conclude, humanitarian/security filtering is played out in the con-
text of refugee resettlement selection processes through vulnerability cri-
teria and technology-based risk assessments driven by an orientalist 
imaginary. These processes both ‘save’ and ‘kill’ (Foucault 2003), leaving 
large numbers of individuals abandoned from both a rights and a support 
perspective. Escape may not simply involve crossing over physical bound-
aries, but involves repositioning the self. In the next chapter I examine 
how processes of refugee self-(re)formation respond to their ‘murder’ and 
banishment. As we shall see, this transformative process sometimes involves 
a faith (re)positioning that is either an internalisation of orientalism or an 
engagement with the prejudice about the self it generates.

Notes

1.	 Operation Mare Nostrum was a year-long naval and air operation led by 
the Italian government in October 2013 with a mandate to save lives at 
sea.

2.	 In 2013 an asylum seeker may have had to wait until 2015 or 2016 for a 
first interview with the UNHCR.  By 2016, some asylum seekers were 
being scheduled a first interview in 2020.

3.	 As specified, the 2013 Law on Migration and International Protection has 
introduced various new subcategories of protection such as humanitarian 
protection or subsidiary protection.

4.	 The application of the exclusion clauses in Article 1 F of the 1951 
Convention (exclusion of persons who are undeserving of protection) has 
the effect of excluding from eligibility for refugee status an individual who 
is otherwise determined to be in need of refugee protection.

5.	 Interview—UNHCR Case Worker, December 2014, Istanbul (Turkey).
6.	 Interview—UNHCR Case Worker, December 2014, Istanbul (Turkey).
7.	 Interview—UNHCR Case Worker, December 2014, Istanbul (Turkey).
8.	 While it is very difficult to obtain access to precise figures of the numbers 

of refugees denied resettlement from Turkey on security grounds, inter-
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views carried out with the UNHCR, the ICMC and NGO officials indicate 
that this practice is a growing trend since the beginning of the 2000s, 
affecting significant numbers of refugees.

9.	 For details of resettlement practices in the EU, see Adele Garnier, Migration 
Management and Humanitarian Protection: The UNHCR’s ‘Resettlement 
Expansionism’ and Its Impact on Policy-making in the EU and Australia, 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 40 (6) 2014, pp. 942–959.

10.	 European Commission, Relocation and Resettlement: Member states need 
to build on encouraging results, press release, 8 February 2017 http://
europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-218_en.htm

11.	 UNHCR Global Resettlement Statistical Report 2013, 2012.
12.	 Interview—Resettlement Officer, UNHCR, May 2014 (via Skype).
13.	 UNHCR, Syrian Refugees in Turkey: Frequently Asked Questions, January 

2015 http://www.unhcr.org.tr/uploads/root/frequently_asked_ques-
tions.pdf

14.	 UNHCR, ‘Frequently Asked Questions—UNHCR asylum procedure in 
Turkey’ http://info.unhcr.org.tr/faq.php?lang=1 (accessed 15 December 
2015).

15.	 Anne C Richard, Statement submitted for the record to the Senate 
Committee on the Judiciary, Subcommittee on the Constitution, Civil 
Rights and Human Rights, Washington DC, 7 January 2014 http://www.
state.gov/j/prm/releases/remarks/2014/219388.htm (accessed 8 
October 2015).

16.	 US Department of State, Factsheet—Expedited Protection and 
Resettlement of Refugees, 24 October 2011, retrieved 13 April 2015 
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/factsheets/2011/181021.htm

17.	 Interview—Programme Officer, ICMC, June 2012.
18.	 Interview—Mohammed, Afghan, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
19.	 Interview—Ayan, Somali, June 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
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CHAPTER 6

Holy Crossings

Abstract  The growing phenomenon of conversion from Muslim to 
Christian among refugees stranded in Turkey and hoping to gain a more 
desirable faith identity for resettlement is examined. What does conversion 
involve for the refugee? Can it be conceptualised as an orientalist Othering? 
How do Christian missionaries encourage and defend conversion? These 
questions are addressed against an underpinning proposal that conversion 
can be understood as a form of border work both for the missionaries and 
for the converting refugee.

Keywords  Conversion • Orientalism • Subjectification • Refugee 
 • Resettlement • Othering

An investigation into bordering practices in Turkey reveals that an 
orientalist gaze is not only directed towards the Turkish state practices, but 
it is also experienced by the migrants and refugees1 who are subjects to 
bordering practices. The containment of ‘undesirables’ in highly precari-
ous states in Turkey has created conditions that encourage refugees seek-
ing resettlement to manipulate their identities for favourably positioned 
applications. Missionaries who hang around in migrants’ associations at 
the fringes of Europe can be regarded as a type of peripheral bordercrat in 
that they exploit, wittingly or not, the conditions of ‘undesirables’ to 
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whom they project imaginaries of freedom and mobility associated with 
the West and Christianity.

This phenomenon should be understood as embedded within a context 
in which the Muslim refugee in Turkey has been increasingly subject to 
security practices in the resettlement process, classifying him or her as 
potentially dangerous and undesirable. This is also related to the condition 
of waiting created by border control regimes. Conversion is dynamically 
linked to the deceleration (Hess 2012) of ‘undesirable’ migration flows 
which leave migrants in highly precarious states of unknowing and stuck-
ness. The politics of conversion can be interpreted as part of a struggle to 
be mobile.

All the cases of conversion are not opportunist; rather, they need to be 
understood as embedded within a context in which the Muslim refugee is 
objectified through security problematisations and the Christian refugee is 
often favoured for resettlement.2 We build on previous studies on the 
Christian conversion of migrants and refugees in Turkey (Leman 2007; 
Koser Açkapar 2006, 2007).

Two Foucauldian-related concepts are of use for this enquiry, namely, 
biopolitical selection and subjectification. Biopolitics relies on techniques 
of self-government that encourage subjects to construct themselves as 
worthy (Lemke 2012) though they may also resist or place their own 
stamp on this construction. Foucault refers to the formative dynamic 
involved here as subjectification. For Foucault power has to be activated 
within a social relationship to be power; it is not an inert possession and it 
is in this activated relationship that the subject is constituted. Thus, we do 
not enter social relations as a formed subject; rather, we are formed in 
them. This perspective also sees self-formation as proceeding through per-
ceptions of how people think they are thought about and how they think 
about themselves. This is particularly true where the subject is vulnerable 
to Othering.

Fanon has offered a particularly vivid exploration of the formative pro-
cess within the problematic of Othering (Fanon 1952) that supports our 
understanding of refugee conversion. In his essay The Fact of Blackness, 
Fanon (1952) talks about how he is judged on the basis of the very sight 
of his blackness, which in ironic vein he called his uniform. A stereotypical, 
racialised view of black people meets Fanon before he can introduce him-
self. This view inhibits a common, equal encounter between human 
beings. Fanon writes that he is not free to define himself without address-
ing how he is defined:
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For my body, for my race, for my ancestors. I subjected myself to an objec-
tive examination, I discovered my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and I 
was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetish-
ism, racial defects, slave-ships. (Fanon 1952, 3)

Fanon is burdened by a white gaze that prevents him from simply and 
freely being. It is the encounter of the white colonial with the black colo-
nialised that generates the racialisation of the latter. This racialisation is 
made through an intersubjective encounter with white prejudice. In this 
encounter Fanon is constructed as inferior, backward, quaint, exotic and 
amoral. Fanon argues that for the colonised subject to become a moral 
being in the eyes of the white man, he must put on a white mask.

There are resonances between the notion of the ‘white gaze’ and the 
orientalist gaze under discussion here. Both create dualisms that are rooted 
in colonial ways of seeing. It seems that the effects of subjectification 
Fanon discussed in the specific context of black/white intersubjectivity 
may resonate with the Christian/Muslim encounters between refugees 
and gatekeepers. For Said (2003), ‘non-Western’, ‘Arab’ and ‘Muslim’ are 
Othered categories which are set against the idea of the Christian ‘West’. 
Even where this Othering comes from well-meaning European oriental-
ists, they do not see, argues Said, the heterogeneity of ‘the Orient’ or its 
interconnectivities with the West. Nor do they see Muslims as complex 
human beings like themselves. It is this simplistic reading with which the 
Muslim refugee must engage.3

Conversion to Christianity among some refugees awaiting resettlement 
is perceived as enabling the crossing between Turkey and the US. Thus 
crossing these counter-positioned ‘meta borders’ (Foucher 2007) is 
entangled with strategies aimed at crossing state territorial borders. Of 
interest are the subject formations within this dual space of the spiritual 
and the territorial and the place of orientalist discourse in them. Both Said 
and Fanon encourage us to unravel how Othering may be sustained and 
even reproduced by the Othered inviting us to ask to what extent do ori-
entalist representations of the Muslim refugee as potentially dangerous 
become internalised by the refugee? Does the shedding of a Muslim iden-
tity make for favourable positioning for border crossing within refugee 
and resettlement governance?

While article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights stipu-
lates the right of everybody to leave their country, there is no corre-
sponding right to enter another country without the State’s permission 
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(de Gutcheneire and Pécoud 2007). How then are mobility rights dis-
tributed? If we reflect upon the regulation of legal migration, the most 
important criterion determining access to international mobility is 
nationality. However, we can also observe an orientalist dimension per-
vading selection criteria. Nyers (2006, 48) goes so far as to speak of 
‘racialised restrictions on movement’. Indeed, Palidda has drawn atten-
tion to an Orientalisation of border control regimes. He writes:

Rather than the vision of borders as fences to be defenced, it is the 
‘Orientalisation’ of the migrants that has served to transform any traveller 
into a potential Muslim invader. (Palidda 2011 in Bigo 2015, 63/4)

Mobility rights associated with international protection as inscribed in the 
Geneva Convention are supposed to be accorded on the basis of human 
rights. However, resettlement is governed through humanitarian reason-
ing which rests on an act of ‘generosity’ by states who have the discretion 
to choose who they consider to be ‘desirable’ candidates. This choice is 
also based on ‘integration potential’, which has often being associated 
with social status and faith.

While those involved with the governance of refugees are undoubtedly 
shaped by a liberal, humanitarian ethic, this does not exclude the intrusion 
of tacit orientalist thinking in their assumptions and practices. Indeed, 
Said (2003) argued that orientalist thinking is not necessarily explicit or 
conscious; it is embedded in a taken-for-granted, normalised discourse. 
Thus, we should not be surprised that it appears to be present among a 
community of protestant missionaries through their proselytising activities 
and their connections with the Istanbul Christian Action (ICA).

While the ICA was part of a protestant church group, its declared aim 
was to serve all individuals regardless of their religious beliefs. Alongside 
the migrants, refugees and volunteers, several missionaries also occupied 
the church gardens. The Iranian and American missionaries would bring 
their young children along with them. Despite the language difference, 
their children would often play with young Iranian and Afghan children. 
On Wednesdays, during the free meal distribution which many migrants 
and refugees attended, the missionaries would bring copies of the bible in 
several languages, including English, Turkish, Arabic and Farsi, which 
they would put on display in the garden. These missionaries, almost all 
American nationals, had spent time in Iran and Tajikistan and they all 
spoke fluent Farsi. They were part of one of the Mojdeh Farsi-speaking 
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churches of Turkey in Istanbul. They would spend hours in the church 
garden talking to refugees as the latter awaited their turn to be seen by 
ICA staff. They would be invited to attend their Farsi-speaking church 
services, to play together in a football game or to just gather for a coffee. 
The missionaries said that it was much easier to operate in Turkey; they felt 
safer and less scrutinised in their missionary mission.

Christian services were in Farsi. The preacher and his wife would play 
instruments and the congregation would sing and clap to the rhythm of 
the Daf (a Persian drum). The Christian music was based on a rhythm 
found in much traditional Persian music, providing perhaps a transitional 
object, facilitating an easier crossing to Christianity. The music gave a 
sense of familiarity, of being close to the homeland. Bodily movements 
whilst praying and singing also much resembled those common to Shiite 
Islamic rituals. Thus the music had the potential to create a safe environ-
ment in which members of the congregation could consider Christianity 
as overlapping with their existing culture rather than a clean rupture from 
it. Once the service was over, the attendees would congregate over coffee 
and biscuits. Whilst they spoke Farsi with each other, almost all of the 
Iranians encountered were well educated and spoke good English. As well 
as Farsi-speaking services, the missionaries would organise regular social 
activities for the church attendees. The missionaries also provided forms of 
social assistance to the migrants and refugees, from helping them find 
housing and furniture to giving them English lessons.

The missionaries had a conception of themselves as doing valuable 
work in response to a calling. One commented, ‘The church was the first 
organisation helping refugees in Turkey. It is not surprising’, he added, 
‘that Christians created the first hospitals and the first universities in 
Turkey.’4 He said that he saw the church ‘as a hospital for broken people’. 
Whilst there is no doubt about the integrity of the missionary’s intensions 
from his point of view, to some extent it seemed that vulnerable migrants 
were a kind of prey for missionary predators.

It is important to acknowledge that Christian churches have a long his-
tory of providing assistance to migrants and refugees. Christian organisa-
tions have conducted important advocacy work, critiquing the policies of 
states towards migrants and refugees and calling for more humane treat-
ment of these marginalised populations. For instance, in November 2014, 
a network of seven Christian organisations, including the International 
Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC), produced a set of recommen-
dations for the EU to promote the development of safe and legal channels 
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for migrants and refugees to reach Europe. Church organisations attend 
to the physical and pyscho-social needs of migrants, whatever the migrants’ 
circumstances. They often feed them, provide communal space and health-
care support and offer a sympathetic ear to their often anguished stories. 
They are generous, welcoming and committed to their welfare mission. 
However, this array of support services may come at a price for some 
migrants and refugees.

Missionaries are often viewed by NGOs and certain intergovernmental 
organisations (IGOs) as stakeholders in the migration management appa-
ratus. Indeed, missionaries attend NGO partnership meetings although 
they rarely speak during the formal part of the day; instead, they tend to 
sit quietly and listen, taking notes.

Even when ICA and missionary practices overlap with NGOs in terms 
of satisfying physical and resource needs, for them these are the means by 
which spiritual work is done, whether it is by setting a Christian example 
through giving aid or by saying grace before eating free food. It is clear 
that good deed practices are seen as mediations, as God’s work towards a 
greater good. As one missionary said, ‘I want to help people’s spiritual self 
first, I am not interested in their physical needs’.5 The refugees might want 
to ease their passage to the West but the missionaries want to ease their 
passage to their kingdom of God. A place for migrants to explore while 
they are hanging loose in Turkey?

According to Hess (2012), the EU’s policies for the externalisation of 
migration have the effect of decelerating ‘undesirable’ migration, creating 
highly precarious transit zones at Europe’s borders. The transformation of 
these border spaces into zones of transit are concomitantly produced by 
Turkey’s asylum system, which as we have discussed only tolerates non-
European refugees on a temporary basis; they must be resettled to a third 
country. ‘Transit migration’ towards Europe and the refugee-making pro-
cess are dynamically linked; faced with difficulties in crossing the border 
towards the EU, many so-called transit (irregular) migrants end up apply-
ing for asylum in Turkey. At the same time, faced with years of waiting in 
uncertain states, a significant number of asylum seekers in Turkey end up 
trying to cross the border illegally into Europe.

As we have seen, the ‘undesirable’ migrant is often framed as single, 
male, illegal, and from the South (Duvell 2012; Fine 2015) and as such 
sits on a security continuum connecting migrants, asylum seekers, transna-
tional crime networks and terrorists (Bigo 2002). Enmeshed within this 
continuum is the construction of the Muslim threat, which trades on a 
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reductive amalgamation of Islam with Islamic fundamentalism and terror-
ism. Somewhat prophetically Saïd made the following comments in 1988:

(…) Mainly in the United States, but also generally speaking in the West, 
terrorism is by now permanently, and subliminally associated in the first 
instance with Islam, a notion no less overused and vague than terrorism 
itself. In the minds of the unprepared or the unalert, Islam calls up images 
of bearded clerics and mad suicidal bombers, of unrelenting Iranian mullahs, 
fanatical fundamentalists, and kidnappers, remorseless turbaned crowds who 
chant hatred of the US, ‘the great devil’, and all its ways. (Saïd 1988, 47)

A number of refugees expressed their concern with Islamophobic prej-
udice as centring on an interpretation of the Muslim world as monolithic, 
misogynist, violent and breeder of terrorism (Kumar 2010). Certainly, 
some of the missionaries held this interpretation such as one who said to 
me that Islamic culture is broken and that Christianity can put the pieces 
back together again.

Conversion is represented as a transformative turn for the refugee’s 
empowerment and spiritual prosperity. Like the migration management 
IGOs, missionaries argue that they do not force conversion upon refugees. 
To the contrary, missionary narratives construct Christianisation practices 
as ways of becoming free, as one said, ‘I do not push myself onto vulner-
able people. I talk to them and … I try to steer them so that they ask 
certain questions, so that they can think for themselves, what they want to 
believe in and how they want to act’.6 For these refugees, freedom is rep-
resented as both escape from persecution and escape from Islam. 
Interestingly, freedom is also learnt through the cultural orientation train-
ing programmes conducted by the ICMC to prepare refugees for resettle-
ment in the US. Refugees are taught the appropriate conduct for life of a 
free subject in a free nation.

As Nyers points out, becoming a refugee is ‘a site of struggle, a con-
tinual process of identity reconstruction’ (2006, xv). ‘Authentic’ refugee-
ness is not only about a legal status, it also involves appropriating or at 
least displaying a certain identity wrought out of power relations. Nyers 
(2006) claims that ‘genuine’ refugees must display qualities such as ‘pas-
sivity’ and ‘victimhood’ (2006, 45) on top of proving their ‘well-founded 
fear of persecution’. The performance of such qualities is situated in a 
dynamic between the refugee subject and his or her gatekeepers. 
Subjectification proceeds through this dynamic, and it can be as much 
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about resisting or subverting ‘appropriate’ qualities as it can be about 
accommodation or submission to them. In the case of conversion prac-
tices, they can be situated within a nexus between both missionary ambi-
tions and refugee ambitions as well as within a form of ‘gift relation’.

It seems clear that refugees sought to manipulate or affirm ‘appropri-
ate’ qualities, which they knew to be on the deserving side for successful 
resettlement selection. Critical Migration Studies underlines the signifi-
cance of the individual in resisting bordering practices (Guild 2009). This 
manipulation is a form of refugee participation in bordering processes, 
particularly in relation to vulnerability and security criteria. Typically, ful-
filling these criteria is seen as something potential refugees bring with 
them from their country of origin. However, while this may be the case, it 
is also true that vulnerabilities are made through bordering processes. For 
instance, there were reported cases of refugees who developed gangrene 
crossing the Turkey–Iran mountainous border. One of them had to have 
all of his toes amputated in Istanbul. Others lost fingers and some of their 
toes. There were also harrowing stories of young Afghan boys who were 
raped at the Turkey–Iranian border and of course some potential refugees 
perished at the border. Thus, refugee vulnerability is often exacerbated or 
even produced through the migratory journey, rather than necessarily 
exclusively deriving from a situation in the country of origin. Furthermore, 
vulnerability is not an objective or stable and clearly delineated state of 
being. Much in the same way that IGOs and NGOs need to be context 
sensitive when they engage in projects for development, refugees wanting 
to manipulate or highlight vulnerable ‘qualities’ have to be context sensi-
tive in positioning themselves. They must display qualities that are consid-
ered as legitimate and deserving by those with authority in the refugee and 
resettlement process. This is not always a straightforward process. One 
example is that of a person with a serious medical condition; this identity 
can be transformed into a resource or act as an inhibitor in the refugee and 
resettlement process in Turkey. For instance, according to a US diplomat 
interviewed, one of the priority categories for the US criteria determining 
who is selected for resettlement stipulates persons in urgent need of medi-
cal treatment not available in the first asylum country.7 However, even 
where there is clear evidence of an extreme health-related vulnerability, 
applicants may lose on the economic grounds, indicated by a United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) official, who com-
ments: ‘There are also informal criteria. For instance there is often a cap so 
as not to burden the health system’.8
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Interestingly, often the performance of vulnerability is more critical to 
refugeeness than the actual experience of vulnerability. This is exemplified in 
the case of the three Afghans all classified as minors. Senem, the female, was 
confident that she fitted a ‘deserving’ status because of her age and gender:

I am all alone here. All my friends are leaving to Europe. I cannot cross the 
border to Greece because it is too dangerous for girls so I must wait in 
Turkey. But I am a young girl here and I am all alone so they should invite 
me to America or to Europe.9

The two male Afghans, Mohammed and Javad, did not see themselves as 
minors before coming to Turkey:

In Afghanistan at sixteen years old you are not a child anymore, you are the 
one with the most force, the most stamina. But here in Turkey or in Europe 
it is different; we have become children all over again. I don’t mind, it is 
better for us like this.10

All three were performing ‘being minor’ as part of their participation in 
bordering practices regardless of their authentic sense of age. The impor-
tant point to be made is that refugees learn how to profile themselves vis-
à-vis their gatekeepers, although the extent to which they can depends on 
both the positional advantages they can exploit (e.g. female, minor, sick) 
and how they are received by their gatekeepers. In the case of Christianisation, 
this is a particularly complex question because conversion takes place in 
conditions of vulnerability and simultaneously reduces it as it produces it.

The relationship between being a Christian refugee and performing 
being a Christian refugee is blurred for bordercrats, including missionar-
ies, UNHCR and NGOs, and for migrants/refugees. There are three rea-
sons for this: Firstly, for the missionaries there is an acceptance that some 
of those who seek to convert offer masked performances. However, from 
the missionaries’ point of view reading the bible remains a way of drawing 
them into the fold. Regardless of initial intentions, the bible will elicit 
sympathy for Christianity. As one converted Afghan refugee put it in rela-
tion to opportunist conversion:

Bob and Chris (missionaries) know that they are not real believers and will 
convert back once they reach their destination; they say that it is enough for 
them that they read the bible.11
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Secondly, the UNHCR refugee eligibility criteria rest more on how one is 
viewed rather than how one presents oneself. As one UNHCR official put 
it: ‘Our job is not to find out if the claim is real, it is just to decide if it is 
credible. We are not doing police work’.12 Thirdly, the mental boundary 
crossing involved in conversion is emotionally complex, often character-
ised by ambivalence and uncertainty.

There is a limited repertoire of mobility strategies available for refugees 
in Turkey; they may contemplate the physical challenges of illegal sea 
crossings, risking their lives, or choose the more psychologically challeng-
ing strategy of conversion to Christianity. Previous research (Fine 2014; 
Leman 2007; Koser Akçapar 2007; Yaghmaian 2005) has demonstrated 
that the Christian conversion of Iranian Shia migrants and refugees is a 
significant and growing trend in Turkey. Koser Akçapar (2007) and Leman 
(2007) have drawn attention to the importance of Iranian migrant and 
refugee social networks in terms of spreading the idea of Christian conver-
sion as a form of spiritual capital.

Since the outset of the international refugee regime, US foreign policy 
has shifted attention from Communist regimes to Islamic ones. Rosenblum 
and Salehyan (2004) argue that the US refugee regime is strategic as well 
as humanitarian and that by accepting certain populations the US seeks to 
use its soft power to discredit antagonistic regimes. An expression of this 
strategic dimension is echoed in US resettlement criteria and can be found 
in the Lautenberg Amendment, which has shifted from a focus on the 
resettlement of religious minorities in the former Soviet Union to a similar 
focus in Iran since 2004. Accordingly, the US accords preferential treat-
ment through reduced evidentiary standards to Iranian religious minori-
ties (Baha’is, Jews, Christians) including converts. One effect of this 
practice is that the US appears to be sending out messages that it is pro-
tecting first and foremost the non-Muslim Iranian population. There is 
also much popular prejudice about Muslim refugees in the US, which may 
well have an impact on policy. For instance, Resettlement Watch, an 
organisation which has branches throughout the States and a significant 
base of followers, makes the following objection:

Frankly, we have made a grievous error in taking the Muslim refugees, 
Somalis in particular, who have no intention of becoming Americans. They 
are here to change America (…) Although we all have sympathy for perse-
cuted and suffering people there are real questions to be answered about the 
wisdom of this policy.13
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NGOs involved in the asylum process all point to a growing number of 
Iranian and to a lesser extent Afghan asylum applications being based on 
the grounds of fear of persecution due to their conversion to Christianity. 
This creates a critical mass of converted or converting Christians that is 
favourable to the missionaries’ work.

For any kind of governing interventions to succeed there needs to be 
amenable conditions that allow them to take place. The conditions in 
Turkey are favourable for Christianising practices among refugees. The 
absence of welfare support in Turkey creates the need for voluntary sup-
port, such as that offered by the IMC. In terms of health care, while asy-
lum seekers have a formal right to free health care, in reality their treatment 
is discretionary and hospitals often deny treatment unless considerable 
fees are paid. Thus, an important source for social and welfare assistance 
available for refugees is provided by NGOs, including certain Christian 
NGOs and church groups like the IMC. For some Iranian and Afghan 
refugees, these organisations provide a first point of contact with 
Christianity.

Refugees tend to lack a communal space in which they can safely con-
gregate. The Church gardens and services provide secure, peaceful envi-
ronments, which offer migrants and refugees’ sanctuary from the Istanbul 
mayhem and a social setting to meet with other refugees. The church 
provided a refuge, a place of safety, where refugees could relax and be 
receptive to the support and conversation of the missionaries, as the fol-
lowing asylum seeker said:

When I come here, I feel safe. They are very good people, Sue has helped 
our family a lot by paying my son’s medication. These days we just come on 
a Wednesday for a hot meal and to chat amongst friends.14

There is a rich and extensive literature on the securitisation of migration 
and/or foreigners and how this has affected and produced security prac-
tices (Bigo 2002; Hyndman 2000; Guild 2009); there is less scholarship 
on how securitisation practices have shaped the subjectivities of immigrants 
and their descendants in destination countries15 or en route. Conditions of 
migrant/refugee deceleration are enmeshed with migrant/refugee securi-
tisation. Few studies probe the effects of a potent combination of waiting, 
being feared and being afraid. This combination reduces ontological secu-
rity through a loss of structure to each day, the absence of peace of mind 
and of meaning to everyday existence, as the following testimonies attest:
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I can’t read, my mind is busy. I don’t know where I will be in one year, if I 
can study or not I don’t know … I am not living, I am just existing, life is so 
boring.16

I tried many times to cross the border but it is too difficult. They caught me 
every time. Two years I am waiting for asylum here. All I do is I sleep, I eat. 
I am finished, all I do in a day is eat macaroni pasta. All together I am crazy, 
my brain is crazy. For 100 Afghans, 70 have gone crazy.17

I get to Turkey and I am crazy; I am in so much pain and they are always 
sending me somewhere else, telling me to go to another place, another time, 
I am like a ball, they are just throwing me everywhere.18

For those who endure a lack of a sense of direction, missionary attention 
conveys the promise of restoring it.

It could be argued that just as some smugglers may welcome the des-
peration of refugees for their business, so too do the missionaries. As one 
missionary remarked: ‘Suffering brings people back to a spiritual reality’.19 
The amenable condition for conversion may be rooted in the depths of the 
refugees’ despair. Missionaries were aware that refugees were living in 
states of physical and emotional vulnerability, but this was seen to be pri-
marily a problem of spiritual impoverishment that could be overcome. 
From the missionaries’ point of view these states of vulnerability served as 
a basis for Christianisation; from the refugees’ point of view it offered the 
chance of new beginnings. That is not to say that conversion is simply a 
private decision. As Rambo (1989, 48) states, conversion ‘cannot be extri-
cated from the fabric of relationships, processes, and ideologies which pro-
vide the matrix of religious change’. The Othering of Islam is in this fabric 
of relationships and has a long vintage among Christians.

According to Said (2003, 72), Christians depicted Islam as either an 
offshoot of heretic Christianity or simply as a deficient orientalist faith. 
Said instances Dante’s depiction of Mohammed’s eternal torture. The lat-
ter is portrayed as an ‘imposter’ because he apparently pretended to be like 
Jesus. According to Said, Christian polemicists were invested in misrepre-
senting Islam. They had no regard for the claims and expertise of Muslims 
because their aim was to elevate the status of Christianity by diminishing 
and distorting that of Islam. This is evident in the contrastive rhetoric of 
the missionary’s following comments:
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Islam is driven by fear. Hell forces religious observance. Most Afghan’s 
don’t practice religion out of joy, but out of fear. Christianity on the other 
hand sets you free from fear.20

Two NGOs involved with refugees pointed out that convincing the 
gatekeeping authorities was a matter of ‘how the neighbours perceived 
them’ more than it was about knowledge of the bible. Indeed, in assessing 
an individual’s ‘authentic refugeeness’ in terms of Christian conversion, 
UNHCR and NGOs are mostly concerned with how the individual is 
looked upon from the outside, rather than an assessment of the individu-
al’s genuine belief in Christianity. The ‘credibility’ of their cases depends 
on whether they are genuinely at risk of persecution, not to what extent 
they genuinely believe in Jesus. Nonetheless, it was important that the 
conversion narrative included an episode of revelation.

Performing the Christianised self involved an account of an awakening, 
a miraculous moment. This was often expressed through claims concern-
ing the appearance of Jesus in a dream or of having some connection to 
Christianity in a former life which may be triggered by feeling close to 
Jesus when walking past a church or when assisted by a Christian nurse. 
Converting migrants learn how to identify these confessional moments, 
sometimes from lawyers, as one NGO reported:

I can show you many, they arrange baptism certificates, some organisations, 
they are writing old dates like 2005 for example; people pay them and they 
arrange certificates, fake ones, but they are presenting them to the UNHCR 
… You can find many people like that and you can find many people at the 
gates of UNHCR working for lawyers who will write their story and some-
times in the same day many people come here with the same story.21

The converting migrant crosses into new ritual territory involving sing-
ing, kneeling, immersion in water (baptism) and grasp of a new sacred 
text. They must reorganise their spiritual self, shedding an old script(ure) 
for a new one. This crossing may mark the beginning of a journey as 
potentially perilous as crossing the seas. In Afghanistan and Iran, apos-
tasy22 is sometimes subject to the death penalty, and more generally, there 
is a widespread social stigma against converted Christians. Ostracism, sus-
picion, contempt and family rejection may await them, as the following 
Iranian explained:
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I lost a lot in Iran, job, family, friends. I only have contact with my mother. 
It is very difficult. Iran is Iran. My friends don’t speak to me because I am 
Christian. I have become the enemy. They did not accept my conversion. 
Just try to imagine, someone has to abandon his life, you have to go some-
where, you don’t know where, just to survive … leaving family, good job. 
We love Iran, you know, but unfortunately now we are staying here.23

Vulnerability is often exacerbated or even produced through the migra-
tory journey and the same can be said of fear and the conversion journey. 
While Nyers (2006) has argued that fear of persecution is a critical part of 
the refugee condition, clearly refugeeness is also about being feared. The 
refugee has to display fear for his security, while displaying safety to allay 
fears of him. Addressing being feared and being frightened requires a level 
of emotional management capable of disowning that part of oneself that is 
feared. This recalls Fanon’s description of the emotional cost of addressing 
the fear the Other experiences of him as a black man.

I took myself far off from my own presence, far indeed, and made myself an 
object. What else could be for me but an amputation, an excision, a hemor-
rhage? (Fanon 1952, 3)

The rupture described by Fanon may be compared to an element of 
Christianisation for some. Breaking from a faith-based subject position 
could be construed as a kind of amputation.

Some refugees stranded in Turkey also experienced stigma there due to 
their conversion. Several migrants and refugees complained that they had 
problems with their employees when their Christian identity surfaced, 
often losing their jobs. In effect, while conversion was perceived as a mode 
of ‘de-Othering’ vis-à-vis the West for some they were also aware that their 
conversion entailed an ‘Othering’ from their homeland, a decision that 
once made was irreversible. The violence associated with conversion is not 
only an effect of orientalist discourses but is to do with the absence of 
freedom to convert to another religion of choice under autocratic regimes. 
This predicament itself is likely to produce anxiety states among the 
migrants and refugee population. They have not rid themselves of a risky 
profile; they have simply exchanged one risky profile for another. Arguably, 
when conversion is done in haste the risk is all the more heightened. 
Migrants might yield to the temptation of fast-track conversion and later 
regret it.
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There is a potentially damaging consequence to hasty conversion pre-
cisely because it represents such a radical deracination (Leman 2007). 
While recognised formal processes of conversion can often take years, for 
some Iranians and Afghans in Turkey it can also take place in a matter of 
days or weeks. According to a representative of an international organisa-
tion in Turkey, interviewed by the Danish Immigration Service (2014, 
36), while certain Anglican and Catholic churches in Turkey require an 
average of two years’ church attendance for conversion, new churches 
have emerged to accommodate the Farsi-speaking migrant and refugee 
community ‘active in the conversion of refugees’. Some of these fast-track 
new churches issue ‘baptism documentation’ upon request without any 
examination into the internalisation of the Christian faith. This has created 
conflict with some of the more established churches in Ankara, who have 
expressed concern about the possibilities of opportunist conversion and 
hard sell approaches.

Missionaries report that where they doubted the authenticity of con-
version, they used the term ‘rice Christians’ to refer to refugees who came 
to church to eat food offered to them. One might speculate that the more 
migrants took from the church, the more they felt in some ways indebted 
to it. Arguably, they felt themselves to be entangled in a gift relationship, 
in which the only thing they had to return was a willingness to renounce 
their faith and cross over to Christianity. The following migrant more than 
hints at this tacit deal:

I come to the services, I hear when Nambiz preaches the gospel but I don’t 
listen. They are not bad people, they have helped me a lot, more than any-
one. They give me food, they helped me find a place to live and get furni-
ture. But I believe this comes at a price. The question is when or will I have 
to pay?24

Taking food, money, shelter, health care or even just a warm welcome can 
produce anxiety in the resource-poor, needy taker from which relief may 
be sought in finding something to give back. Guilt may become a form of 
currency. Leman (2007) talks of the need for converting migrants to 
embark on crossing ‘mental boundaries’ and as such he raises the useful-
ness of the anthropological concept of liminality to capture the border 
crossing psychic work necessary to move from one faith to another. A 
liminal state is betwixt and between two ontological positions such as ado-
lescence and adulthood. Escape from this in-between predicament requires 
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a ritualised crossing. The particular bordercratic practice of IMC and mis-
sionaries is to encourage such a break, to encourage refugees to (symboli-
cally or not) cross into Christian territory, as described by the following 
Iranian refugee:

In Iran I didn’t know anything about Christianity. It wasn’t a problem for 
me at the time. I was a Muslim, I didn’t question myself. I prayed like I was 
supposed to but now I know that it was not right. It was not the real me. It 
is thanks to Bob, he taught me about Jesus, about God. I feel much better 
in my skin now, much better about myself. I am much closer to God now.25

This is territory imagined to be free, welcoming, modern, wealthy, full of 
opportunity and counterposed to the Muslim ‘world’. Christianity is the 
gateway to the West. While the missionaries do not intentionally or strate-
gically capitalise on the increase of security practices in the refugee process 
and the securitisation of Islam at a more generalised level, these discourses 
are coherent with their own, and serve to facilitate the acceptance of their 
knowledge claims to be taken as truths. I do not want to suggest that the 
conversion process is always a system of quiet coercion and that the refu-
gee is always a hapless victim of orientalist zeal. In the bordercratic space 
shared by refugees and missionaries, conversion can take an instrumental 
form; it can function as a means to navigate the border in a similar way to, 
for example, a fake passport or by paying a smuggler to take refugees on 
perilous routes towards the West. All options are risky ones. It is worth 
noting that Islam authorises conversion where risk of persecution is at 
stake. This self-protective strategy (known as takiya) is permitted on the 
assumption that the convertee will revert back to Islam once in a place of 
safety. An interesting metaphor one Afghan refugee used was that of the 
bible as a passport:

My brother (in the US) tells me to be careful and not to believe them; once 
they get to the US they burn the bible. They say it was just my passport—it 
is much easier for them to be resettled if they are Christian.26

It does seem to be the case that conversion is inserted in a supply and 
demand relationship between missionaries and refugees. One NGO offi-
cial commented that Christian conversion as a resettlement strategy has 
become such an established business in Turkey that baptism ceremonies 
are in high demand.
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In a similar tone, a representative from one NGO referred to some 
churches as acting like ‘paper factories’ for the issuing of baptism certifi-
cates (Danish Immigration Service 2014, 37). Baptism certificates seem 
also to function as border objects. These objects document and in so 
doing strengthen the ‘truth claims’ of the migrants regarding their 
Christian self vis-à-vis the UNHCR and other gatekeepers.27 Whilst they 
do not suffice to prove authentic Christianity for the UNHCR, they are 
important elements for performing ‘being Christian’. However, this bor-
dering object is a double-edged sword as equally for the Iranian authori-
ties a baptism certificate can serve as a confirmation of apostasy.

In conclusion, it would seem that missionaries and smugglers have a 
common client population in refugees. Alongside transnational smuggling 
networks and the sale of counterfeit identification documents, missionar-
ies and baptism ceremonies have inserted themselves into the ‘illegality 
industry’ (Andersson 2015) in Turkey. Moreover, they both deal with 
inflated rubber—paddling pools for baptism ceremonies or boats for sea 
crossings. In a context in which the EU is strengthening its borders and 
rendering border crossings ever more hazardous, a situation in which 
growing numbers of migrants and refugees are being swallowed up by the 
Mediterranean, perhaps conversion to Christianity seems like a less dan-
gerous option to cross the border into ‘the West’.

State borders act on the subjectivities of individuals in movement. We 
have examined the case of the Christian conversion of refugees in transit 
as they strive to reach the West. Turkey becomes a site of filtering within 
this space, between those who can be saved and those who are (figuratively 
or not) left to die. In this context, conversion to Christianity becomes a 
strategy to cross the border, much like embarking on a perilous journey 
across the Mediterranean Sea. The bible functions as a border object much 
like the passport or the makeshift rubber boat. And the missionary 
becomes a border-crossing facilitator much like the smuggler in some 
respects. Christianity holds out the promise of a rescue.

A long way away from the practices of anti-immigrant activists in the 
US and Homeland Security professionals assessing refugees potential dan-
gerousness before they may enter US are the church gardens in the heart 
of Istanbul’s Beyoğlu neighbourhood. These seemingly disconnected ele-
ments are nonetheless in a relationship with each other around the fate of 
refugees in Turkey. One deters (Resettlement Watch), one filters out the 
‘undesirables’ (Homeland Security), and one produces ‘desirables’ (ICA/
missionaries). Thus in different ways these entities are involved in bordering 
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practices that have a degree of interconnectivity. One aspect of this is their 
shared orientalism, beneath which ‘the good Muslim’ is the Muslim who 
renounces his faith or stays ‘at home’.

Notes

1.	 Throughout this chapter for convenience the term ‘refugee’ will be 
employed as an umbrella term to cover the categories of migrant and asy-
lum seeker as well. We are aware that none of these policy categories satis-
factorily describes the populations in my enquiry.

2.	 A preference for the resettlement of Christian refugees has been observed on 
numerous occasions in a variety of countries, most recently in relation to the 
refugee crises emerging from the Syrian conflict. For example, in 2015, 
Canada declared that it would hold a preference for ‘refugees from perse-
cuted groups, specifically religious minorities—which would include 
Christians—sexual minorities and victims of rape’ among its resettlement 
quotas for Syrians and Iraqis, The Globe and Mail, Canada vows to accept 
13,000 refugees more from Syria or Iraq, 7 January 2015 http://www.theglo-
beandmail.com/news/politics/canada-to-accept-13000-more-refugees-
from-syria-and-iraq/article22332408/ (accessed 8 April 2015). Similarly, 
Austria prioritised the resettlement of Christian refugees in its resettlement 
quota for refugees from Syria (European Council on Refugees and Exile), 
Austria to take 1000 more refugees from Syria, 30 April 2014, http://ecre.
org/component/content/article/70-weekly-bulletin-articles/685-austria-
to-take-in-1000-more-refugees-from-syria-.html (accessed 8 April 2015); or 
‘Germany giving a preferential treatment for Christians, as a persecuted 
minority in the Transnational Observatory for Refugee’s Resettlement in 
Europe Germany offers to take in 5000 Syrian refugees’ http://www.resettle-
ment-observatory.eu/archivio-news/155-germany-offers-to-take-in-
5000-syrian-refugees.html (accessed 8 April 2015).

3.	 Islamophobia is understood as an effect of orientalism. Islamophobia is 
taken to be more derivative of orientalism in that it describes the problem 
of prejudice, while orientalism addresses the questions of power and 
knowledge more broadly.

4.	 Interview—Missionary, May 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
5.	 Interview—Missionary, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
6.	 Interview—Missionary, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
7.	 Interview—Migration and asylum officer, US Embassy, June 2014, Athens 

(Greece).
8.	 Interview—Resettlement Officer, UNHCR, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
9.	 Interview—Senem, Afghan, May 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).

10.	 Interview—Mohammed and Javad, Afghan, May 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
11.	 Interview—Daud, Afghan. June 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
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12.	 Interview—UNHCR Ankara, Case worker, December 2014, Istanbul 
(Turkey).

13.	 Resettlement Watch—About webpage https://refugeeresettlementwatch.
wordpress.com/about/ (accessed 16 July 2015).

14.	 Interview—Morteza, Afghan, July 2012, Istanbul (Ankara).
15.	 For a discussion of the psychological effects of securitisation on immi-

grants, see Catarina Kinvall and Paul Nesbitt-Larking (2009), ‘Security, 
Subjectivity and Space in Postcolonial Europe: Muslims in the Diaspora’, 
European Security, 18, 3, pp.  305–325; Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia 
(2015), Migrant Mobilization and Securitization in the US and Europe. 
How does it feel to be a threat? Palgrave Macmillan: Basingstoke.

16.	 Interview—Ashad, Iranian, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
17.	 Interview—Javad, Afghan, May 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
18.	 Interview—Mohammed, Afghan, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
19.	 Interview—Missionary, May 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
20.	 Interview—Missionary, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
21.	 Interview—General Coordinator, ASAM, January 2013, Ankara (Turkey).
22.	 While the Iranian Islamic regime recognises Assyrian, Armenian, Chaldean 

and Jewish minorities, Baha’is and converts to a non-Muslim religion are 
not tolerated and suffer discrimination.

23.	 Interview—Bijan, Iranian, May 2013, Istanbul (Turkey).
24.	 Interview—Sheriyar, Afghan, July 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
25.	 Interview—Kambiz, Iranian, June 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
26.	 Interview—Morteza, Afghan, July 2012, Istanbul (Turkey).
27.	 This could be likened to the example given by Fassin and Rechtmen (2007) 

regarding the functions of a medical certificate as a form of ‘psychological proof’ 
to support the claims of asylum seekers suffering from post-traumatic stress.
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CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

Abstract  This conclusion summarises key findings and issues in each of 
the preceding chapters; it brings these together to support the central 
argument that bordering operates through a variety of actors, practices 
and rationalities. The findings are placed in a relationship with present 
developments in Turkey’s political landscape. The reader is invited to 
rethink the naturalised categories associated with mobility for a democra-
tisation of bordering.

Keywords  Orientalism • Humanitarianism • Migration management 
 • Categorisation

The reach of this study extends migration studies scholarship to include 
some perhaps surprising actors, practices and sites that one might not tra-
ditionally associate with state bordering, such as missionaries, church gar-
dens, five-star hotels in Istanbul, and refugee and resettlement selection 
practices. This diversity of actors and practices are involved with human 
mobility into and out of Turkey. While they are implicated in different, but 
intersecting rationalities of mobility government—managerialism, securi-
tisation, humanitarianism, orientalism—they were found to converge as 
filterers, producing desirables and undesirables.

The number of people swallowed up by the Mediterranean is increasing 
by the day. Perhaps public tolerance of or at least distancing from these 
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tragedies is paradoxically fed by the regularity of news reports of drownings. 
One might have hoped that bordercrats would respond to these tragedies 
with the aim of eradicating the conditions that give rise to them. Yet, this 
study of bordering practices reveals the production and maintenance of a 
dominant problematisation of bordering that follows a containment 
agenda; this confines the ‘undesirables’ to immobility, resistance to which 
entails entering dangerous waters. By representing it as technical and 
depoliticised, this problematisation distances bordercrats from their unwit-
ting participation in deaths at the border and from their accountability to 
those who perish. For as long as defining and then filtering out the unde-
sirable is seen as a reasonable aspect of migration management, there will 
have to be winners and losers, drowned and saved. That some of the losers 
are at the bottom of the sea is held by many bordercrats to be a lamentable 
outcome of mismanagement that only good migration management can 
overcome.

Clearly, the establishment of the 2013 law and the formation of the 
Directorate General for Migration Management (DGMM) have served as 
a means for the Turkish government to demonstrate its engagement in the 
EU’s fight against undesirable migration. The construction of this migra-
tion management law and agency has functioned inter alia as a symbolic 
display by the Turkish government to attract approval and perhaps to 
secure more external funding from the EU. The assimilation of particular 
ways of seeing mobility by Turkish bordercrats has proven pivotal for the 
design and enactment of Turkey’s first legislation on asylum. Law is a 
powerful means of establishing new norms in relation to which aligned 
practices may take time to take root. However, to date the law and DGMM 
remain predominantly performative, having little effect on the ground for 
migrants and refugees. This has prompted a key question in my enquiry, 
namely, are both Turkey and intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) 
presently performing migration management more than they are doing it? 
One response has been to draw attention to the fact that EU bordercrats 
have opportunistically mobilised the very existence of the law as evidence 
that Turkey can be seen as ‘safe’ for refugees.

Similarly, Regional Consultative Processes (RCPs) can also be seen to 
have a performative function. A literal reading of RCPs would see little in 
the generation of useful outputs and genuine collaboration, but an exami-
nation of techniques of partnership in RCP meetings reveals their function 
for reinforcing mutually agreed ways of seeing mobility, notably through 
a migration management lens. There was something of a snowball effect 
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generated by such meetings particularly when placed side by side with 
other IGO capacity-building activities. Through the repeat of utterances 
of migration management wisdoms in different spatial–temporal settings 
from the regional dialogues in Brussels, to mappings and country profiles 
developed in Vienna, to training workshops in Ankara, a migration man-
agement rationality is reinforced and diffused. This repetition of migration 
management discourse in diverse, transnational settings supports its con-
stitution as a natural, taken-for-granted truth. Repetition produces an illu-
sory truth effect; if a ‘truth’ is often repeated, it comes to be treated as a 
taken-for-granted premise; this was also the effect of an IGO encourage-
ment to designate Turkey as quasi-European and a natural mediator 
between North and South.

The RCPs also functioned more as bonding rituals for the development 
of a community feeling than as deliberative spaces. Community of practice 
(CoP) theory encourages attention to the cultural side of bordercratic 
work. It would be difficult to access this side without participant observa-
tion, particularly through attendance at the meetings in question. This 
practice-based focus exposed a variety of techniques of partnership in 
which a metaphoric arm was placed around Turkish bordercrats as part of 
the in crowd. At the same time, orientalist judgements went two ways; 
sometimes through an EU posture of superiority; sometimes as a means 
by which Turkey was praised for its ability to speak to the Muslim world. 
This oscillating identity is a distinctive feature of Turkey, and as such, it 
exposes the opportunism of an EU which is reluctant to fully welcome a 
predominantly Muslim country into its fold but willing to exploit it as a 
buffer between its own shores and those further south.

Turkey is at once an object of EU externalisation and also an active 
agent for EU externalisation among countries with which it was held to 
have cultural affinities. Since the Muslim world is considered to be both 
the root and the route of undesirable migration flows, Turkey was held to 
play an important role in diffusing migration management ideals ‘further 
south’.

I offer the argument that IGO influence in Turkey is exercised through 
the building of a transnational bordercratic community. I have offered the 
notion of bordercrat to address the specific positioning and formation of 
professionals in this community. Bordercrats operate within a specialist 
domain of knowledge. I have made use of insights from a CoP approach 
to shed light on how IGOs have created a collaborative, socialising space 
that encourages common conceptions and problematisations of ‘migra-
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tion management’. I have also pointed to the opportunist labelling of 
Turkey as proposed by IGOs as variously ‘transit’, ‘destination’, ‘European’, 
‘Muslim’ and ‘safe’ and the performative functions associated with these 
categories for steering Turkey towards containing the EU’s unwanted 
migrants.

A discussion on the emergence of the ‘refugee problem’ in Turkey has 
also shed light on how the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) has sought to steer the Turkish government and 
NGOs towards adopting certain behaviours through a charm offensive 
that conveyed fraternal feelings with Turkey. That said, we need to 
acknowledge Turkey’s agency within this terrain as in the cited case of the 
legendary pencil-breaking incident involving a high-ranking Turkish civil 
servant. This seemingly banal act is often recalled by UNHCR officers as 
a significant expression of Turkey’s power. Indeed, since the 2015 ‘migrant 
crisis’, increasingly Turkey influences European migration politics rather 
than being simply influenced by Europeanisation.

The world is experiencing the largest refugee crises since World War II 
and Turkey is right in the thick of it. The fieldwork on which this book is 
based began in 2011 just several months after the outbreak of the Syria 
conflict, which in the space of four years would make Turkey the country 
hosting the largest number of refugees in the world,1 thus rendering 
Turkey a priority for the EU externalisation agenda. The 2016 ‘deal’ 
between the EU and Turkey2 to contain refugees outside European terri-
tory is emblematic of the managerialist, orientalist and humanitarian inter-
play in borderwork. The six billion euros promised to Turkey to control, 
care for and contain Europe’s unwanted migrants is being channelled 
through IGOs bolstering the migration management industry. Those con-
tained in Turkey are categorised as refugees that require humanitarian 
protection, but once they cross the border towards Europe they become 
illegalised migrants and Europe’s undesirable other. How one becomes or 
unbecomes a refugee has been a core concern of this book.

The issue of conversion in migration studies is quite rare. However, this 
tends to take an anthropological or sociological perspective, whereas I link 
it to the politics of the border control regime. I take what is often regarded 
as a ‘private’ act, namely, conversion, and situate it in a sociopolitical con-
text characterised by orientalised borders and within abject conditions of 
living. At times, the pressure to convert is sometimes linked to migrant 
anxiety to reciprocate the giving of food, space and social assistance from 
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missionaries. From the testimonies I have gathered, the conversion process 
also holds out the promise to restore structure and purpose to migrant life.

What is also new in this book is the treatment of missionaries as border-
crats explicitly in terms of charitable provision but also in terms of contrib-
uting to faithed borders by encouraging conversion. The handing out of 
baptism certificates has become like handing out passports. Missionaries, I 
found, were aware of conversion as opportunist but they did not appear to 
be troubled by their part in supporting this. Any contact with the bible 
seemed to them to be positive.

There is also a scholarship on ‘deceleration’ (Hess 2012), namely, 
imposed immobility. I extend this scholarship through my research into 
what some migrants actually do in a state of waiting and to relieve condi-
tions of stuckness. I have pressed the case that migrants also do border-
work. This builds on the Critical Migration Studies perspective which 
places migrant agency at the centre of its concerns

Islamophobia and the fear of migrants have become a key determinant 
in political elections. Several countries have recently expressed a prefer-
ence for resettling Christian refugees rather than Muslim ones. Ironically, 
Muslims are said to resist a pluralist nation by those who defend a mono-
cultural Christian nation. It is ironic that Turkey is often recognised as a 
bridge between East and West, Muslim and Christian civilisations, and 
now it has become the locus for opposing political and spiritual border 
crossings: on the one hand, since the outbreak of the Syrian crisis, Muslims 
from a diversity of countries, including European countries, crossing the 
Turkey–Syria border into the so-called Islamic State of Levant (ISL)3; on 
the other hand, converted Christians from the east and south of Turkey 
crossing borders to reach ‘the West’. The growing polarisation of Muslims 
and Christians and the misrepresentation of Islam from both sides are 
affordances for the conversion practices of evangelical missionaries. 
Ironically, these practices are themselves invested with misrepresentations. 
Turkey’s strategic position as bridge between East and West rested on 
perceptions of Turkey as the most open liberal of Muslim majority nations; 
these has been seriously challenged following the 2016 attempted military 
coup and Turkey’s decline into an increasingly illiberal authoritarianism.

In recent years there has been a normalisation of explicit anti-Muslim 
prejudice. US President Trump’s ‘Muslim ban’ announced in his presi-
dential campaign in 2016 illustrates its mainstreaming. Such displays of 
Islamophobia are symptoms of embedded orientalism in mobility govern-
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ment. Indeed, it is no longer possible to research human mobility without 
a concern for the workings of orientalist prejudice.

What brings these chapters together are the different processes that 
produce both migration and refugee management and making of the 
migrant/refugee subjects. Bordering is not only about states controlling 
their territorial borders and managing the movement of individuals, it is 
also about the construction of kinds of states—sending, transit, European 
and Southern—and certain kinds of people—undeserving migrants, 
deserving refugees.

I have tried to show the ways in which Turkey has been drawn into 
identification with Europe’s externalisation agenda through its border-
cratic formation with IGOs. It would be interesting to probe into how 
Turkey is increasingly seen less as an object of the Europeanisation of 
migration policy and more as an actor in its making. That is to say, how do 
countries outside of the EU countries like Turkey shape EU migration 
policies (El Qadim 2015).

In pointing out the reproductive needs of IGOs, I do not want to imply 
that they are always driven by self-interest. Like any professional group, 
they produce expertise whether this is new forms of classification or spe-
cific problematisations in order to contribute to policy and practice. But 
we need to know more about what inhibits an alternative imaginary to 
that which is offered within a migration management paradigm. How can 
a taken-for-granted notion of the necessary filtering function of borders be 
challenged, and with what practices could it be replaced?

What alternative practices could produce different kinds of populations 
and states for a democratisation of borders—whereby mobility is consid-
ered a right? Is it stretching our political imagination too far to say that the 
‘migrant crisis’ could be an occasion for Turkey, Europeans and IGOs 
alike to learn about democracy in practice? At heart, such a democratisa-
tion would require undermining the very existence of the classification of 
migrant.

Notes

1.	 Hurriyet Daily News, Turkey world’s top refugee hosting country: UN, 18 
December 2015 http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-worlds-top-
refugee-hosting-country-un.aspx?pageID=238&nID=92704&NewsCa
tID=341 (accessed 11 January 2016).
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