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Abstract

A Cultural Study of Asylum in the UK Under New Labour critically explores the meaning
and significance of an ‘asylum crisis’ constructed within British public discourse since
1997. Drawing upon the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe and the work of other
poststructuralist, deconstructionist and Cultural Studies theory, the research opens a
range of questions about how the dominant hegemonic discourse on asylum has been
articulated, using examples in the analysis drawn from across a number of discursive
sites, focusing primarily upon examples drawn from the national news media, the
rhetoric of mainstream national politicians and policy and other official documents. In
the first three chapters the study seeks to explain how theory is important to
understanding the role of asylum in contemporary culture and politics. Here, a
genealogy of ideas concerning the ‘othering’ of migrants in the UK is developed, and in
relation to asylum, an elucidation of some key concepts for discourse theory and
Cultural Studies. The analytical approach of the study is constructed through a critical
appraisal of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory in relation to asylum as an object of
analysis and via an engagement with the work other poststructuralist scholars. Case
study chapters then examine how a dominant asylum discourse has been constructed in
relation to particular ‘crisis’ issues, how these discourses have shifted and changed
under New Labour, and the technologies of control through which asylum seekers are
excluded from the mainstream, ‘law abiding’ citizenry. Through these are explored the
conditions of possibility for the articulation of asylum as a threat to the security and well
being of the British nation, and concomitantly for the rearticulation of liberal democratic
values such as ‘human rights’ as a potential threat to national security.
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Chapter One: Introduction

People know that Britain's immigration and asylum system has broken down. They know
that it is chaotic, unfair and out of control. They want politicians to be honest about the
problem. And they want clear, fair and practical action to tackle it. For centuries Britain has
welcomed people from around the world with open arms. We have a proud tradition of
giving refuge to those fleeing persecution.

(Michael Howard, Speech on Immigration and Asylum 2004)

Concern over asylum and immigration is not about racism. It is about fairness.
(Tony Blair, general election campaign speech 2005)

Britain’s ‘proud tradition’ of welcoming and providing sanctuary to refugees is so frequently
expounded in media and political discourse that it could almost be said to have become
cliché. Each national mainstream political party is professedly in favour of providing asylum
for those genuinely fleeing persecution. All sections of the national press proclaim that
asylum seekers such as these deserve our help and generosity in their time of need. All of
this is assumed to be ‘common sense’ because Britain is, after all, a liberal democracy and as
such stands for liberal values and supports human rights. In 1998, the New Labour
government even passed legislation which symbolically represents these values - the Human

Rights Act — which enshrines international human rights obligations into UK law.

However, since Labour came to power in 1997, there have also been seven new legislative
measures designed to restrict, control or manage the arrival and presence of asylum
seekers.! Increasing restrictions have been placed upon the arrival and movement of
asylum seekers and ever strengthening state powers to exercise surveillance and control,
and to police the daily existence of people seeking asylum in Britain. However, these do not

seem to have allayed the fears or concerns of the public who have consistently told opinion

1 These include: the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act; the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002; the
Asylum and Immigration (treatment of claimants etc.) Act 2004; the Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act
2006; the 2007 UK Borders Act. HMSO (1999). "Immigration and Asylum Act.", HMSO (2002b). Nationality,
Immigration and Asylum Act, HMSO (2004). Asylum and Immigration (treatment of claimants etc.) Act. United
Kingdom, HMSO (2006). Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act.



pollsters that the topics of immigration, ‘race’ and asylum are “the most important issues
facing Britain today’. (Crawley 2009) In the latest IPSOS/MOR| poll, for example, 33% of
respondents placed ‘race relations/immigration’ as ‘one of the most important issues facing

the country’.2

During this period, asylum seekers have been frequently demonised in the national press
and regional press. (Mollard 2001; Speers 2001; Kaye 2001b; Buchannan, Grillo et al. 2003;
Lynn and Lea 2003; Finney 2004; Bailey and Harindranath 2005; Greenslade 2005; Pitcher
2006; Smart, Grimshaw et al. 2007) However, arguably equally or more importantly, asylum
seekers have been signified as presenting a significant ‘threat’ in national mainstream
political discourse. (Dummett 2001; Kushner 2003; Thomson 2003: Solomos and Schuster
2004; Charteris-Black 2006; Pitcher 2006; Tyler 2006; Gross, Moore et al. 2007) As the
epigraphs to this chapter from ex-Prime Minister Tony Blair and ex-Conservative party
leader Michael Howard suggest, politicians’ contributions to the construction of asylum as
‘an issue’ in Britain is considered to be of central importance. These quotes also indicate, |
would argue that the nature of political rhetoric which surrounds these issues cannot be
straightforwardly identified as ‘racist’ or ‘xenophobic’. Indeed, as | will illustrate and
analyse throughout this study, a large degree of care would seem to be taken when, party
leaders especially, venture into this area to propose new policy, comment on contemporary
events or to challenge the ideas or pronouncements of their opponents. Michael Howard’s
speech, from which the quote above is an extract, for example, makes much of his own
family history of seeking and receiving refuge from Nazi Germany in the UK — a tactical
deployment of ready-made non-racist credibility against which to set draconian and
politically regressive proposals for an annual limit on those coming in, ‘stricter controls’ for

those already here, and to propose Britain’s withdrawal from the primary international legal

2 While this figure is explained to represent a 9% increase from the previous month, and to be the highest
score since May 2008 for this category (and attributed to British National party [BNP]{eader, Nick Griffin's
controversial appearance on the BBC’s Question Time programme), longer term trends from this polling
company show that since 1997, ‘race/immigration’ has consistently featured as one of the five most important
issues respondents said they thought Britain faced, and as one of the top three between 2001 and 2008.
(2009). Question Time. UK, BBC, IPSOS/MORI. (2009). "Issues Facing Britain. Long Term Trends." Retrieved
12th November 2009, from http://www.ipsos-mori.com/Assets/Images/Polls/trend-issues-facing-britain-
current-top-5.png.



frameworks protecting asylum seekers - the United Nation’s 1951 Refugee Convention, and

the European Convention on Human Rights. (Council of Europe 1950; United Nations 1951)

Political-rhetorical strategies such as this, | argue, have been typical of the dominant media
and political discourse surrounding asylum in the UK since 1997. It is particularly striking
that the ‘liberal credentials’ of politicians and commentators are often very clearly on
display at the very moment when the ‘othering’ of asylum seekers is articulated with most
force. In New Labour Britain, as Pitcher observes, ‘multicultural pluralism’ has been brought
to the fore, ‘as an instrument for the reconstruction of an explicitly nationalist politics.’, and
‘a discourse of national "tolerance" is mobilized in the area of asylum and immigration to
defend exclusionary practices against the charge of racism' (Pitcher 2009: 41-2) Indeed, it is
perhaps most powerfully in the language of elites that a racist and exclusionary ‘common
sense’ about asylum seekers is articulated. (van Dijk 1991; van Dijk 1992; van Dijk 1993a;
van Dijk 1993b; van Dijk 2000c; van Dijk 2000d; van Dijk 2002; van Dijk 2005)

In seeking to explore the conditions of possibility for, and the key features and dynamics of
the dominant asylum discourse in Britain since 1997, therefore, my analysis focuses upon
the mainstream media and formal political discourse surrounding asylum at the national
level. My purpose is not to critically explore the ‘condition’, experiences or the
‘subjectivities’ of asylum seekers as ‘minority groups’, but rather, to explore the conditions
of existence for the articulation of asylum as ‘an issue’ in the contemporary conjuncture.
Conscious of Paul Gilroy’s caution against the reproduction of a ‘migrancy problematic’ in
research, 1 would concur with his contention that:

if there has to be one single concept, a solitary unifying idea around which the

history of postcolonial settlement in twentieth-century Europe should revolve, that

place of glory should be given not to migrancy but to racism. (Gilroy 2004a: 165)3
In analysing the dominant discourses surrounding asylum therefore, it is with a view to
exploring how contemporary forms of racism operate to oppress certain groups and

privilege others. Asylum seekers are not ethnicised or racialised in any unified way as may

3 Gilroy asserts that in seeking to critique civic and ethnic nationalisms and their ‘uniform rejection’ of
migrants represented as undesirable, some scholars have inadvertently reproduced a ‘migrancy problematic’
by taking migrants or migration as their conceptual focus they have reproduced the idea that it is migration
(rather than responses to it) which constitutes a problem.



have been the case with other, previous immigrant groups to the UK. Rather, it is their legal
categorisation, through which their claim upon social legitimacy or otherwise is signified as |
explore in further detail in the next chapter. However, this does not mean that the
exclusionary or xenophobic discourses through which asylum seekers are ‘othered’ are not
racialised, inflected with elements derived from a discursive history of immigration in the
UK, or invested with a legacy of racist hostility conditioning the encounters between New
Commonwealth immigrants in the decades following post-Second World War and existing

populations in Britain.

As such, the question of determining ‘legitimacy’ or ‘illegitimacy’ which pervades asylum
discourse and the institutional mechanisms and practices through which the asylum system
is governed (i.e. the decision making apparatus that grants asylum seekers ‘leave to remain’
or which rejects their claims) cannot simply be seen as arbitrated by an impartial,
disinterested or apolitical law, but rather one invested with a loaded political history —a
history of the present interlaced with anxieties which Paul Gilroy has termed, ‘postcolonial
melancholia’. (Gilroy 2004a) Chapter Two develops a discussion around Gilroy’s ideas
alongside a range of other academic theories pertinent to exploring asylum discourse, and
drawn from across a range of interdisciplinary fields. It engages in particular with cultural
theories of identity, difference and ‘othering’ in the context of global neo-liberalism and
‘late modernity’, focusing also upon the role of national identity and nationalism in these

contexts and their potential relationship to the politics of exclusion of the nation-state.

Chapter Three elaborates my conceptual and analytical approach in much more detail,
developing the anti-essentialist and non-reductionist approach developed from perspectives
drawn from cultural, social and political theory which informs my analysis throughout the
rest of the study. In contrast to cognitivist approaches which might intend to produce an
archival history of asylum law or political speeches, or to document comprehensively all
news coverage surrounding asylum, my empirical analyses instead present a genealogical
study which approaches asylum and refugee issues as a ‘history of the present’, seeking to
explore the conditions of possibility for governmental power surrounding and implicating
asylum, and its functions and technologies, both restrictive and productive. Chapter three

sets out in detail how this approach is informed by Michel Foucault’s work on ‘discourse’ as

10



it has been developed and rearticulated within the post-Marxist discourse theory of Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe as well as other post-foundational theoretical thinkers. The
chapters that follow then explore these questions through a series of case studies focusing
upon several important dynamics through which the dominant discourse on asylum has

been articulated under New Labour.

Chapter four focuses upon the furore surrounding the existence and ultimate closure of the
Red Cross camp at Sangatte, northern France in November 2002. It investigates the media
coverage and political rhetoric leading up to and surrounding the issue of Sangatte, and the
articulation of an ‘asylum crisis’ focusing upon a perceived public concern with rising and
uncontrollable numbers of asylum seekers coming to the UK, and the government’s
subsequent efforts to ‘manage’ the ‘problem’. The Sangatte issue constructed a particular
asylum narrative illustrated with the pictures of desperate groups of young men
endeavouring to slip past British border controls via the channel tunnel. This allowed for the
‘common sense’ conflation of asylum seekers with ‘illegal immigration’ linked to a sense of
Britain’s vulnerability, its inability to control its own borders and moral outrage at the ease

of ‘the abuse’ of the asylum system.

This, | will argue, represents in some respects a rehearsal of the ‘traditional’ British equation
between immigration control and ‘good race relations’. Within the ‘traditional’ ‘race
relations paradigm’ non-white immigration has been constructed as an issue in terms of
social and cultural assimilation and integration. The perceived ‘problem’ has been seen as
double-edged in that a hostile and racist reaction from the British public to an increasing
black presence was on the one hand assumed, whilst on the other the ‘cultural differences’
of immigrants were presupposed to encumber their ‘integration’. These factors would
potentially disrupt social harmony and contribute to the subversion of the social order. |
will argue, however, that this equation has also been reconceived through the asylum issue

as something that presents new concerns in terms of novel discursive forms of racism.

Occasionally, asylum is more directly linked to this discursive pre-history of anxiety
surrounding immigration, race relations and potential social unrest. This was condensed in

the resonance of the word ‘swamping’ as it was used by then Home Secretary, David
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Blunkett in May 2002 to indicate his concern that some British schools were under pressure
as a result of increased numbers of asylum seekers. (David Blunkett 2002) The term had
been used by Margaret Thatcher whose comments about New Commonwealth immigration
in an interview on Granada television’s World in Action programme in 1978 included the
words:

people are really rather afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people
with a different culture and, you know, the British character has done so much for
democracy, for law and done so much throughout the world that if there is any fear
that it might be swamped people are going to react and be rather hostile to those
coming in. (Thatcher 1978)

Thatcher’s comments, were of course in turn evocative of Enoch Powell’s 20" April 1968
notorious ‘rivers of blood’ speech which presented an apocalyptic vision wherein American
social ills and ‘racial disorder’ would be echoed in Britain (which, having allowed
immigration would suffer a cultural and social collapse). British identity, its culture and
values would be lost, Powell argued, ‘by our own volition and our own neglect.” (Powell
1968) This is not to argue that a teleological development of immigration politics to the
asylum issue has taken place, simply fuelled by a constant and essential force of ‘racism’.
Rather, it is to highlight how a certain thematic mode of expression of racism, has been
articulated and rearticulated by powerful and high profile politicians, and to argue that this
has been instrumental in defining an insidious and powerful social myth concerning the

threats posed by immigration, and which has informed contemporary asylum discourse.

Chapter five focuses upon one of the most significant elements of the state’s response to
the ‘asylum crisis’ — the detention of asylum seekers. Control of asylum and the practices of
the asylum system in the UK lay largely within the remit of administrative rather than
criminal law. However, following recent legislation, more and more aspects of immigration
and asylum control are designated and treated as criminal matters, with information sharing
between crime, terrorism and immigration and asylum control agencies now routine and/or

legally sanctioned.4 The activities of immigration officials and the control agencies involved

4 Following the Asylum and Immigration (treatment of claimants) Act 2004, more aspects of immigration and
asylum control are designated as criminal matters. For example, arriving without country of origin

documentation can now be punished as a criminal offence by up to two years imprisonment. The UK Borders
Act 2007 allowed police like powers to immigration officers to detain those they suspect would be of interest
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in the policing of asylum are relatively invisible to the general public. Immigration officers
exercise powers to which the majority of the British public will never be subject and with
which they are likely to be largely unfamiliar. There is no common resource upon which to
draw, in terms of interaction and experience of the immigration control apparatus, nor a
readily apparent public face of its power or visibility of its force ‘on the ground’.56 Rather,
the face of immigration control has largely been concentrated in the figure of the Home
Secretary (of which there have been six)7, and his/her ministers with responsibility for
immigration and asylum matters. Behind this public face, however, and as | will explore
further in chapter five, a large apparatus of state control and law enforcement has
developed around asylum and a significant increase in the powers of immigration officers
has taken place. Furthermore, whilst the powers to enforce immigration law have been and
continue to be increased, the asylum decision-making process (which determines whether
and how a person might be subjected to these powers), is subject to fewer checks and
balances as the role of legal representation is reduced and thus also the capacity to hold the

state to account in this domain.8 Therefore, in spite of the massive press coverage of asylum

to the police, a power extended to immigration officers in Scotland in the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration
Act 2009. HMSO (2004). Asylum and Immigration (treatment of claimants etc.) Act. United Kingdom, HMSO
(20073). UK Borders Act. United Kingdom, HMSO (2009). Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act. United
Kingdom.

5 One exception to this rule has been the voice of ex-immigration officer and ‘whistle-blower’ Steve Moxon,
whose book The Great Immigration Scandal, portrays a civil servant’s experience of the inner workings of the
Home Office. Moxon, S. (2004). The Great Immigration Scandal. Charlottesville, VA, Imprint Academic. His
argument, concerning the inefficiencies in processing asylum claims and in the implementation of asylum
policy more generally, fed the controversy which ultimately led to the resignation of Immigration Minister,
Beverley Hughes, in April 2004. Moxon has also appeared on national television, including as a news source,
notably during the long running news narrative about ‘chaos at the Home Office’ in 2006.

6 A second exception to this rule was an undercover investigation into the institutional culture amongst
officers at Yarl’s Wood detention centre by a Mirror journalist in December 2003, which produced evidence
suggesting a culture of racism and abuse towards asylum detainees. This was a highly significant intervention
into the debate surrounding the causes of the ‘riot’ and subsequent fire on 14th February 2002, which
seriously damaged the centre and led to its partial closure. The Mirror’s publication of the story prompted an
enquiry of the Prisons Ombudsman into the allegations of racism, abuse and violence at Yarl’s Wood detention
centre to be undertaken and published. Prison and Probations Ombudsman (2004). Investigation into
allegations of racism, abuse and violence at Yarl’s Wood Removal Centre.

7 Prior to the present Home Secretary, Alan Johnson (6th June 2009-present), New Labour Home Secretaries
have been: Jacqui Smith (28th June 2007-5th June 2009); John Reid (5th May 2006-27th June 2007); Charles
Clarke (15th December 2004-5th May 2006); David Blunkett (8th June 2001-2nd November 2005); and Jack
Straw (2nd May 1997-8th June 2001)

8 For example, the 2004 Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants) Bill included a proposal to entirely
remove judicial review of asylum appeals cases. This controversial measure was amended but the appeals
system was still ‘rationalised’ from a two-tier to a single tier process in the form of an Immigration and Asylum
Tribunal (IAT). HMSO (2004). Asylum and Immigration (treatment of claimants etc.) Act. United Kingdom.

13



as ‘an issue’, the apparatus of control of the asylum system are increasingly largely isolated

from rigorous public scrutiny.

Chapter Five therefore examines the subject of asylum detention in Britain and the politics
of its justificatory discourses. The analysis focuses upon New Labour policy on asylum
detention post September 11" during the period of the so called ‘war on terror’, examining
the content of official government documents affecting asylum and immigration, such as
major white papers and Acts of Parliament, as well as the research reports of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) advocating both pro- and anti- asylum politics. The
chapter highlights a marked shift in policy discourse after the introduction of the
Immigration and Asylum Act in 1999, and explores how technologies supporting a
disciplinary and securitising apparatus designed to control the population and in particular
to segregate asylum seekers economically, legally and physically from the population at

large, have proliferated and their effects intensified.

My final case study in Chapter Six examines the increasingly close association between
asylum and the idea of ‘a threat to national security’ in media and political discourse. It
critically analyses the conditions of possibility for as well as contours of this relationship,
identifying and exploring how a pervasive ‘securitising discourse’ has come to inform asylum
and immigration policy debates in the post 9.11 era. It explores what is meant by a
‘securitising discourse’ focusing upon how it both draws upon and re-articulates sedimented
ideas (discussed in previous chapters) about ‘dangerous migrant identities’ which would
threaten the interests of ‘the law abiding national majority’. The case study analysis
focuses upon the six year legal battle to avoid deportation of a group of Afghan asylum
seekers who hijacked a plane bound for Kabul in 2000. This story dramatises certain
transformations in the negative ideas surrounding asylum, notably premised upon the
articulation of ‘national security’ and ‘human rights’. An increasingly vociferous ‘critique’ of
the latter, premised upon a perceived necessity to redress the ‘imbalance’ between ‘human
rights’ and ‘national security’ in light of ‘contemporary threats’ facing nation states in the
context of the so called, ‘war on terror’ has, | argue been both contributed to and to some

extent, constituted by a ‘securitising discourse of asylum’.
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The kind of ‘unfairness’ articulated by mainstream politicians in their concern to secure the
image of Britain as a hospitable sanctuary for ‘those who deserve it’, therefore, is perhaps
very different from that which a deconstructive analysis of the asylum system and of the
dominant discourse on asylum is likely to suggest. This study is approached in the hope that

the articulation of a more just asylum discourse is possible.

15



Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter provides a critical review of a range of literature contextualising my cultural
study of asylum under New Labour. In this it engages with a range of academic fields and
disciplines, identifying key questions and concepts considered in studies of immigration,
asylum and refugee issues, theories of nation and nationalism and of ‘race’ and racism,
identity and representation. In this it introduces a range of arguments germane to exploring
the conditions of possibility of asylum discourse in the contemporary conjuncture. It
delineates elements of the conceptual and theoretical framework informing my approach,
introducing ideas drawn from cultural, social and political theory which are also developed
in more detail in chapter three, but which are important to my analyses through the
forthcoming chapters and case studies to follow. The first section engages with questions
of identity, difference and ‘othering’ in neo-liberal modernity as these concepts relate to the
study of racism and to migration as an interdisciplinary field. The second section explores
national identity and nationalism, and discusses the discursive legacies of racism in the UK

and the politics of exclusion from the nation-state.

The Interdisciplinary study of Immigration and Asylum

The proliferation of research exploring the phenomenon of migration in recent years has led
to the development of an interdisciplinary field of study. Scholars have sought to theorise
the acceleration in transnational migration and more complex patterns of people
movements across the globe, often considering economic, sociological or cultural analyses
of globalisation, the intensification of a neo-liberal world order and the development of
transnational identities and multiculturalism. (Sassen 1999; Castles and Davidson 2000;
Castles and Miller 2003; Balibar 2004; Bauman 2004; Hollifield 2004; McNevin 2006; Moses
2006; Threadgold 2006; Castles 2007; Brettell and Hollifield 2008) While some studies have
conceptualised global migration as presenting a ‘crisis’ for nation-states in the modern era
(Weiner 1995; Joppke 1999; Castles and Davidson 2000), writers have also contested such
crisis narratives, offering alternative perspectives which emphasise the economic value of

migration to countries of immigration and emigration, for example (Legrain 2006). Still
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others radically question the assumptions underpinning the dominant idea that
international migration needs necessarily to be ‘managed’. (Cohen 2003; Hayter 2004;
Cohen 2006a; Cohen 2006b) The question of what constitutes a ‘crisis’ will be explored in
greater detail below, and specifically related to the discursive construction of asylum as ‘an

issue’ in chapter four.

From a Marxist historical perspective, Eric Hobsbawm considers global immigration in a neo-
liberal capitalist era as accompanied by the retrenchment of nationalisms and hostility
towards migrants:

In the historic European homelands of nations and nationalism, and to a lesser
extent in countries such as the US largely formed by mass immigration, the new
globalisation of movement has reinforced the long tradition of popular economic
hostility to mass immigration and resistance to perceived threats to group cultural
identity. The sheer force of xenophobia is indicated by the fact that the ideology of
globalised free-market capitalism, which has captured the dominant national
governments and international institutions, has utterly failed to establish the free
international movement of labour, unlike those of capital and trade. No democratic
government could afford to support it. However, this evident ruse of xenophobia
reflects the social cataclysms and moral disintegration of the late twentieth and
twenty-first centuries as well as mass international population movements. The
combination is naturally explosive, particularly in ethnically, confessionally and
culturally homogeneous countries and regions unused to major influxes of strangers.
(Hobsbawm 2007: 89)

For Hobsbawm, the hostilities surrounding particular forms of global migration are primarily
determined as economic conflicts. An apparent contradiction between the increasing ease
with which the globe can be traversed (as a result of the development of transport
technologies), and developments in policies and technologies to increasingly restrict the
global movement of particular groups and communities, is more broadly conceived by
cultural geographer Doreen Massey an operation of ‘power geometry’. (Massey 1993;
Massey 1994) Massey is concerned to differentiate how different people are positioned by
or subjected to globalising forces, or ‘time-space’ compressions, and particularly how
‘mobility and control over mobility both reflect and reinforce power.” (Massey 1993: 62) For
her, it is important to think about places as ‘articulated moments in networks of social
relations and understandings’. (Massey 1993: 66) In this, differentiated relationships to

places are conditioned by ease of mobility and access, (which are likely be conditioned by
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economic factors, although not necessarily or exclusively), and ‘the time-space compression
of some groups can undermine the power of others.' (Massey 1993: 62). From their
different disciplinary perspectives, these scholars share a concern that increased
international migration flows in recent years have created the conditions of possibility for
new conflicts, as global mobility is positioned as a property, resource or privilege desired by
many but protected for the few, impacts upon formations of cultural identity and their

relations and encounters with diversity.

These questions of conflict have also been explored specifically in the study of ‘forced
migration’, including studies particularly concerning asylum seekers and refugees. Within
this, diverse research concerns have addressed ethical-political and legal questions;
(Kushner 2003; Gibney 2004; Price 2004; James 2005; Zylinska 2005a; Zylinska 2005b; Every
2008; Price 2009); the implications for international relations and sovereignty, such as the
relative political power of states and other actors; and the politics of border control and
surveillance, particularly in Europe, North America and Australasia. (King 1992; Alvarez
1995; Bloch 1999; Sassen 1999; Andreas 2000; Bigo 2001; Lavenex 2001; Back 2002; Bigo
2002; Guild 2002; Schuster 2003; Schuster 2003a; Schuster 2003b; Schuster 2003c; Schuster
2003d; Ajana 2005; Bigo and Guild 2005; Flynn 2005; Bigo 2006; Webber 2006; Bigo 2007)
The development of new methods of exclusion of asylum seekers and/or ‘undesirable
migrants’, including preventing asylum seekers from reaching the borders of the nation
state; the internalisation and externalisation of border controls; and the punitive regimes of
immigration and asylum systems and their techniques of containment or expulsion, have
also been the objects of analysis. (Teitelbaum and Weiner 1996; Hansen 1999; Bigo 2001;
Bigo 2002; Cohen, Humpbhries et al. 2002; Flynn 2003; Schuster 2003c; Schuster 2004;
Fekete 2005; Flynn 2005; Schuster 2005a; Welch and Schuster 2005a; Bloch and Schuster
2005b; Welch and Schuster 2005b; Bigo 2006; Bosworth and Guild 2008; Gibney 2008)
These studies have contributed to the growing interdisciplinary literature assessing the close
associations drawn between asylum seeking, ‘irregular’ or ‘clandestine’ border crossing and
crime or even terrorism and national security in political or legal discourse. (Zimmerman
1995; Harding 2000; Zard 2002; Guild 2003; Buonfino 2004; Clements 2007; Bosworth and
Guild 2008; Huysmans and Buonfino 2008)
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Much of this work has either implicitly or explicitly considered the ‘othering’ of asylum
seekers and immigrants, examining the means through which they can be positioned as
‘enemies’ or a threat to those who ‘belong’. (Sales 2002; Sassen 2003; Bloch and Schuster
2005a; Somerville 2007) In the British context, processes of governance and state policies
about asylum and immigration since the 1990s have been subjected to critical scrutiny in
terms of their construction of exclusionary and potentially racist ideas in the ‘othering’ of
asylum seekers. (Dummett 2001; Sales 2002; Flynn 2003; Solomos and Schuster 2004; Flynn
2005; Lewis and Neal 2005; Sales 2005; Bloch and Schuster 2005a; Bloch and Schuster
2005b; Jordan and Brown 2006; Sales 2007) The media has also been subject to scrutiny for
its role in reproducing or reinforcing these ideas and representing asylum as a ‘problem’.
(Kaye 1996; Kaye 1998; Speers 2001; Kaye 2001a; Kaye 2001b; Coole 2002; Buchannan,
Grillo et al. 2003; ICAR 2004; Bailey and Harindranath 2005; Irwin and Wilson 2005; Lido
2006; Gross, Moore et al. 2007; Gabrielatos and Baker 2008; Leudar, Hayes et al. 2008)

It is notable that such work has produced some striking similarities in the representation of
asylum and immigration within and across different national contexts suggesting a powerful
transnational discourse surrounding these issues. For example, in his critical discourse
analyses of political discourse across the EU, van Dijk argues that whilst there may be
differences in style within the discourses, ‘The main topics, argumentation strategies and
especially the standard arguments (topoi) against immigration are very much comparable.’
(van Dijk 1993a) Indeed, similarities between how asylum seekers are represented in policy
discourses within different national contexts of ‘the West’ more generally, are also evident
from the growing literature, particularly in the US, Europe and Australasia in terms of the
formation and implementation of policy ideas and practices. (Santa Ana 1999; van Dijk
2000c; Kundnani 2001; Berman 2003; Hardy 2003; Kushner 2003; Lynn and Lea 2003;
Thomson 2003; Fekete 2005; Lewis and Neal 2005; Charteris-Black 2006; Jordan and Brown
2006; McNevin 2006; Pitcher 2006; Goodman and Speer 2007; Magnani 2007; Bleasdale
2008; Back 2009; Lyttelton 2009) Many of these studies have discovered similar ideas to be
associated with asylum seekers and refugees, for example, as general objects of suspicion to
be deterred from entering Britain, a problem for the authorities associated with a drain on
resources, ‘abusing’ or ‘cheating’ the immigration or asylum system, or involvement in
criminal or terrorist activity. Often the coverage of these supposed ‘asylum threats’ in the
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news media is gendered male, with asylum seeking women rendered virtually ‘invisible’ and
with very little opportunity for asylum seekers to present their own stories. (Philo and
Beattie 1999; Threadgold 2006; Threadgold 2008) Indeed, variations on the threatening
themes associated with asylum and immigration in political and policy discourses have been
identified as characteristics of the news media from the 1990s both in the UK (Kaye 1994;
Coleman 1995; Kaye 1996; Kaye 1998; Speers 2001; Kaye 2001a; Kaye 2001b; Buchannan,
Grillo et al. 2003; ICAR 2004; Irwin and Wilson 2005; Gross, Moore et al. 2007; Smart,
Grimshaw et al. 2007), Ireland (Haynes, Breen et al. 2005; Fanning and Mutwarasibo 2007),
Italy (Mai 2002), Germany (Brosius and Eps 1995; Bauder 2008), the Netherlands (ter Wal,
D' Haenens et al. 2005; Roggeband and Vliegenthart 2007), Belgium (Van Gorp 2005),
Austria (El Refaie 2001), central and eastern Europe (Clarke 1998), South Africa (Danso and
McDonald 2001) and Australia. (Ward 2002; Saxton 2003; Gale 2004; Bailey and
Harindranath 2005; O'Doherty and Lecouteur 2007; O'Doherty and Augoustinos 2008)

In their discussion of the Tampa affair for example, (the Australian government’s response
to the proposed landing upon Christmas Island of a group of 433 asylum seekers rescued
from a sinking boat by the Norwegian ship, the Tampa in August 2001), Bailey and
Harindranath note the ‘complicity’ of the press in the anti-asylum rhetoric of the, then ruling
Liberal Party’s position on this issue. Rather than the Tampa story constituting an isolated
example in this respect, they argue that such hostile reactions towards asylum seekers in
the press constitute, ‘a pattern that demonstrates a form of racism which has become part
of a commonly held vision of national security and sovereignty.’ (Bailey and Harindranath
2005: 275) State and media racism in this form, they argue, ‘is not overt but is constitutive
of an attitude to "foreigners", particularly refugees, and is therefore far more insidious'.
(Bailey and Harindranath 2005: 275) It is a symptom of the ‘paradox’ of globalisation that is,
they argue:

the celebration of "global culture" and porous borders on the one hand, and the
simultaneous consolidation of national borders, on the other. (Bailey and
Harindranath 2005: 275)

In the UK, while some studies have emphasised the differences in coverage between
regional and national press and between the press and broadcast news, (Speers 2001;
Buchannan, Grillo et al. 2003; ICAR 2004) and that coverage has become less
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‘sensationalised in some respects’, apparently adhering to Press Complaints Commission
(PCC) guidelines, (Smart, Grimshaw et al. 2007), others have noted that even when asylum is
not a high profile object of news in and of itself, it nonetheless frequently features within
news discourse in a manner which continues to connote negativity, seeming to invest news
narratives focused upon other topics (such as party political news), with a further news

value. (Gross, Moore et al. 2007)

The representation of asylum seekers and other migrants as antagonistic or threatening to
the peace and security of the nation would therefore seem very clearly evident in the
findings of studies exploring the representation of asylum and immigration. In chapter four
| explore this issue in more detail in relation to the construction of asylum as an issue of
‘crisis’ in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In their study of the representation of asylum
seekers at the time of the closure of the Sangatte centre, Buchannan et al. note:
there were numerous variations on the theme of illegality and cheating, including
"illegal asylum seeker" and "illegal refugee". The notion of illegality came across
strongly in descriptions of the asylum seekers in Sangatte. (Buchannan, Grillo et al.
2003:12)
As Buchannan et al.’s work highlights then, it is demonstrably not al/l asylum seekers which
are represented and positioned as threatening and thus unwelcome. Indeed, as noted in
the introduction, ‘genuine’, ‘blameless’ or ‘innocent’ asylum seekers could not be
represented as more welcome within British public discourse. As | will argue further in the
chapters to follow, the differentiation between these ‘good’ and ‘bad’ asylum seeker
identities renders the transgression of these ideals of ‘genuineness’ meaningful, and also
contributes in important ways to the dominant negative discourses constituting asylum as
‘an issue’ in the UK. | return to this issue of legitimacy and illegitimacy below in more detail,
as a development of the following discussion concerning the concept of identity and its

importance in my approach for examining the politics of belonging and otherness in the

contemporary conjuncture.
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Identity and Othering in Neoliberal Modernity

Since cultural diversity is, increasingly, the fate of the modern world, and ethnic
absolutism a regressive feature of late-modernity, the greatest danger now arises
from forms of national and cultural identity — new and old — which attempt to secure
their identity by adopting closed versions of culture or community and by refusal to
engage...with the difficult problems that arise from trying to live with difference.
(Hall 1993, cited in Bauman 2006)

Hall’s argument highlights issues that are highly significant to the context surrounding the
meaning of asylum in contemporary Britain, as | will explore in the chapters to follow. In the
scene of conflict Hall depicts, a central place is afforded to the concept of identity. An
inherently political and cultural construct, as demonstrated in the work of Saussure, identity
derives its meaning only through its difference to other identities within the language
system. (Saussure 2006 [1916]) Hall focuses attention upon the encounter with difference
as potentially generating hostility, but whilst under certain conditions hostility may be most
likely, there also remains a glimmer of alternative possibilities — an engagement rather than
a refusal to engage with difference. As Rutherford notes more explicitly, a relation of
difference is always a relation of power, but this need not necessarily be one of oppression
or conflict:

It is within polarities [...] where one term is always dominant and the other
subordinate, that our identities are formed. Difference in this context is always
perceived as the effect of the other. But a cultural politics that can address
difference offers a way of breaking these hierarchies and dismantling this language
of polarity and its material structures of inequality and discrimination. (Rutherford
1990: 10)
Therefore, although ‘closed versions’ of culture are ‘adopted’ in our times, cultural identity
is not considered an essential or positive characteristic inherent to individuals or groups, but
rather as something constructed in the relations between them — between different objects
or signifiers. As such, all identity can be seen as unstable and potentially open to
redefinition as those relations are shifted or change. This idea of the essential instability and
unfixity of identity will be explored in greater depth in the next chapter in relation to the

post-Marxist discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe. However, it is useful to note here that

an anti-essentialist approach to understanding identity formation informs this study.
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As such, it is assumed that the meaning of the term ‘asylum’ and how asylum seekers are
differentiated from other social identities (for example, ‘refugee’, ‘immigrant’ or ‘British
citizen’) are constructions — effects of operations of power. Similarly, the meaning of and
relations between ideas such as ‘refuge’ ‘sanctuary’, ‘soft touch Britain’ or ‘national security’
are not taken as settled, but rather constitute key sites of political struggle. As | explore in
chapters five and six, government policy documents are one important site through which
struggles over identity in respect of asylum are to be found. The 2002 White paper, Secure
Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with Diversity in Modern Britain, for example sets out clear
relations between those who are and who are not deemed to belong in Britain (those
deemed ‘genuine’ as opposed to those suspected of being ‘illegitimate’ asylum seekers), in
part by connotatively linking these differential positions to powerful ideas about national
security in Britain and potential threats which might undermine this. As | shall demonstrate,
asylum seeking and threats to national security are inextricably linked in their
representation in Secure Borders, Safe Haven, constructed as mutually conditioning through
often complex chains of signification. These identities are not just powerful ideas however
they clearly produce material effects and determine actions. For example, the identification
of an individual as ‘legitimate’ or otherwise determines how the asylum system will process
their application (whether sanctuary is offered or refused, for example). Questions of
identity and representation concerning asylum and refugee issues can therefore clearly bear

substantial material consequences.

Hall explains that a ‘binary system of representation’ is typical of racism. Where difference
is signified through, ‘constructing impassable symbolic boundaries between racially
constituted categories’, it ‘constantly marks and attempts to fix and naturalize the
difference between belongingness and otherness.” (Hall 1992c: 225) Indeed, it could be
argued that the typically binary character through which the othering or delegitimisation of
asylum seekers is articulated bears a strong resemblance to how theorists of racism have
emphasised this works to reify difference in a hierarchy, or structure of dominance.
Whereas as Miles notes, racist discourse operates through processes of racialisation

whereby:
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those instances where social relations between people have been structured by the
signification of human biological characteristics in such a way as to define and
construct differentiated social collectivities. (Miles 1989)

Anthias and Yuval-Davis note how this definition excludes what has (since the late 1970s)
been termed the ‘new racism’ (Hall 1978: 26) through which social relations have been
understood to have been structured along cultural rather than ‘racial’ lines, as well as the
experiences of migrant groups or refugees who may be articulated as ‘inferior’, ‘outsiders’
or ‘undesirable’, but along national, political or cultural lines. As such, Anthias and Yuval-
Davis assert:

We believe that the specificity of racism lies in its working on the notion of ethnic
groupings. Itis a discourse and practice of inferiorizing ethnic groups. Racism need
not rely on a process of racialization. We believe that racism can also use the notion
of the undesirability of groups, in the form in which they exist. This may lead to
attempts to assimilate, exterminate or exclude. These may be justified in terms of
the negative attribution given to culture, ethnic identity, personality as well as
"racial" stock. (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992: 12)
What seems more important than ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ in these formulations is the binary
structure of dominance characteristic of racist or culturally imperialist discourse. Exploring
this discursive structure in operation is a central concern within the highly influential work
of Edward Said on the discourse of Orientalism. Drawing on Foucault’s theory of discourse,
Said critically explores how the power and dominance of colonising powers over the
colonised during the 18™ and 19" centuries was reproduced and maintained, and how it has
later continued to feed discourses of cultural imperialism, eurocentrism and mythical
‘truths’ of Western superiority in the postcolonial era. (Said 1985; Said 1993; Said 1997
[1981])° For Foucault, truths are produced discursively, because of the relation forged
between power and knowledge: ‘it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined

together.” (Foucault 1998: 100) Discourse is defined as a form, or rather a structure of

‘knowledge’, in which a system of thought is invested with power. What is held to be the

9 For Said, Orientalism is a discourse constructed during European colonialism. Drawing upon Foucault, Said
demonstrates how Western colonial powers exercised, justified and reproduced their domination through
power/knowledge. An important element of this was the construction of an image of Western superiority to
the Orient through powerful classificatory systems premised upon binary oppositional chains
(rational/emotional, strong/weak, culture/nature etc.) The West constructed knowledge about its oriental
‘others’ in order to control them and to maintain and justify their power. Said, E. {1985). Orientalism.
Harmondsworth, Penguin.
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‘truth” about asylum can therefore be seen as inherently political - the outcome of an

exercise of power:

power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it because it serves
power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and knowledge directly
imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does no presuppose
and constitute at the same time power relations. (Foucault 1991 [1977]: 27)

Foucault recognised that power was not concentrated in and emanating from ‘the centre’ or
from the social structures and institutions of society. Rather, power was, through discourse,
regarded to be “everywhere”, inherent to our everyday lives and implicit in the manner in
which individuals relate to one another in every social situation and relationship. Foucault
argues:

Where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this
resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power’ where the
character of power relationships is ‘strictly relational’ and ‘points of resistance are
present everywhere in the power network. (Foucault 1998@ 95)

This means that the term ‘discourse’ can be employed to refer to structures of meaning
shaping ‘everyday life’ issues as well as the more formalised or institutional languages of
society, for example that of ‘the law’ or ‘medicine’. Discourses of racism are a clear example
of ‘everyday life’ issues being part of this process of the structuring and restructuring of
relations of power. Negatively framed identities are thus positioned within a system of
meaning through language, which is manipulated toward the specific purpose of investing
social relationships with differential value. As Foucault asserts, relations of power are not,
‘in a position of exteriority with respect to other types of relationships (economic processes,
knowledge relationships, sexual relations), but are immanent in the latter’. As such,
relations of power are not simply, ‘superstructural positions’, but rather ‘have a directly
productive role, wherever they come into play.’ (Foucault 1998: 94) This leads to discourses
of racism establishing, for example, a binary relation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and to the
‘othering’ of a negatively defined group or groups and, in the case of the asylum detainees,
for example, the exclusion of their bodies from physically encountering those of the general
resident population. To explain further, in the case of ‘the asylum issue’ a negatively
defined discourse can be identified as constructing asylum seekers as a ‘threat’ to the wider

society. The discourse of an ‘asylum threat’ is one that finds expression in a number of
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recurrent themes in the tabloid print media, and in chapter four | begin to explore exactly
how this sense of ‘threat’ is discursively constructed, considering popular notions such as,
asylum seekers ‘swamping’ public services or as carriers of infectious diseases or

unacceptable cultural attitudes.

Analysing the issue of asylum in terms of discourse can therefore expose the manner in
which a particular group identity and the resultant attitudes towards those seeking asylum
are constructed through language in a particular way (i.e. they are negatively framed,
inviting fear and/or hostility or defensiveness). However, | would like to propose that an
equally feasible alternative would be the construction of positive connotations regarding
asylum seekers (i.e. the debates could take place in terms of hospitality, a spirit of
cosmopolitanism and protecting the vulnerable). Yet, the means through which the
subordination of asylum seekers can be discursively challenged are both difficult and
complex, and racism and xenophobic ‘truths’ seemingly intractable social problems and very
adaptable over time —a point | will discuss in further detail below in regard to the discursive

legacies of asylum in the UK.

Whilst ideas about identity are powerful, it is nonetheless an inherently unstable construct.
As Jacques Derrida’s concept différance shows us, the question of identity is complicated by
the inherent instability of relations of difference and processes of interpretation. (Derrida
1982a) Différance (meaning to differ but also to defer) refers to how the final meaning of
anything is never ultimately reached, as, ‘there is always more to be said, more to be done’
about any meaning or identity. (Bowman 2008b: 192) Our relationship to the text0 is always
open to potential reworkings, to new definitions or interpretations: it is caught up in an ever

expanding web of differences — a developing context or contexts. As | will explore in more

10 The term ‘text’ is used here in the sense that it is used in deconstruction to mean that all experience and
relations are textual, read and interpreted in order to be constituted as meaningful. The concept is closely
aligned with Laclau and Mouffe’s claim (discussed in the next chapter) that there is no ‘non-discursive terrain’.
Laclau, E. and C. Mouffe (1985). Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.
London & New York, Verso. (p.107) Both Derrida’s argument that there is nothing outside the text and Laclau
and Mouffe’s work have been misinterpreted as contentions that nothing exists outside of linguistic
representation. In Limited Inc. Derrida addresses this with his assertion that: ‘The phrase which for some has
become a sort of slogan, in general so badly understood, of deconstruction (“there is nothing outside the text”
lil n’y a pas de hors-texte]), means nothing else: there is nothing outside context.’ Derrida, J. (1988 [1977]).
Limited Inc. Evanston, iL, Northwestern University Press. p.136)
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detail in the next chapter, because the system within which meaning is generated (the text,
or discourse) is not closed and limited as structuralists imagined, meanings (identities) are
necessarily far more unstable, always potentially in flux and not fixed by reference to any
universalising law or norm. All meaning is produced through acts of interpretation — which
are both transformed by and transforming of the very things a decision is to be made about.
The production of meaning - the outcome of acts of interpretation - is for Derrida always the
result of decisions made under conditions of undecidability. (Derrida 1977)11 As Bowman
notes, every decision made is therefore ‘a forceful and consequential act’. (Bowman 2008b:

202)

This argument is set out in Derrida’s essay, ‘Force of Law’ where the decision is linked to the
concept of justice. (Derrida 1990) Here the point is made that the application of rules, or
acting according to the regulations may well be ‘legal’, but that does not necessarily mean
that they are just. Indeed, it is only in through act of intervention, a ‘cut’, which averts from
the programmatic application of rules to actively interpret and judge that justice can come
into play. According to Bates:

Every true decision had to endure what Derrida again calls the "ordeal" of the
undecidable - the undecidable being all that is "foreign" and heterogeneous to
calculation and determination. The undecidable was not, he said forcefully, some
kind of hesitation, an oscillation between two contradictory significations, or rules,
or decisions. It needed to be understood as that experience of "giving oneself up" to
the idea of the "impossible" decision. (Bates 2005: 6)

Derrida explains that the decision is ‘impossible’ because:

The undecidable remains caught, lodged, at least as a ghost — but an essential ghost
—in every decision, in every event of decision. Its ghostliness deconstructs from
within any assurance of presence, any certitude or any supposed criteriology that
would assure us of the justice of a decision, in truth of the very event of a decision.
Who will ever be able to assure us that a decision as such has taken place? That it
has not, through such and such a detour, followed a cause, a calculation, a rule,
without even that imperceptible suspense that marks any free decision, at the
moment that a rule is, or is not, applied. (Derrida 1990: 965)

11 According to Derrida: 'A decision can only come into being in a space that exceeds the calculable program
that would destroy all responsibility by transforming it into a programmable effect of determinate causes.
There can be no moral or political responsibility without this trial and this passage by way of the undecidable.
Even if a decision seems to take only a second and not to be preceded by any deliberation, it is structured by
this experience and experiment of the undecidable.’ Derrida, J. (1988 [1977]). Limited Inc. Evanston, IL,
Northwestern University Press.(p.116)
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As such every decision remains to some extent at least unjust — the outcome of a rational
process and made for some reason. As Bates notes, ‘Decisions are determined, that is, by
some prior content of some kind’, and there can be no moment where a decision can be
fully just, ‘because it either has not yet been made, or it has been made, which means it has
been made according to some prior rule’. (Bates 2005: 7) It is the work of deconstruction in
recognising undecidability in every decision that for Derrida renders deconstruction itself ‘a

kind of justice’. (Derrida 1990: 965)

The experience of identity as undecidable has been noted as a characteristic of late
modernity. (Bauman 1996; Bauman 2006 [2004]) For Bauman, identity — how we are
positioned, and position ourselves in relation to others - in the modern era becomes
associated with a problem rather than taken for granted. Identity names a fundamental task
—that of seeking escape from the uncertainty of whether or not one belongs. In this,
Bauman’s argument seems close to that of Hall, who suggests identity is usefully thought
about as identification — as ‘a process never completed’, where identity is always a ‘a matter
of “becoming” as well as of “being”. (Hall 1995: 3)!2 For Bauman too, identity, ‘has the
ontological status of a project and a postulate’ —a project which is concerned with:

how to place oneself among the evident variety of behavioural styles and patterns,
and how to make sure that people around would accept this placement as right and
proper, so that both sides would know how to go on in each other's presence.
(Bauman 1996: 19)

However, whether or not ‘both sides’ will make sense of a particular ‘placement’ of identity
as ‘right and proper’, is by no means certain or even entirely possible. There is unlikely to be

consensus over the final meaning (even over seemingly the most settled of identities)

12 Like Bauman, Hall’s anti-essentialist conception of identity disturbs its temporal location in the present or of
the past: ‘It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which aiready exists,
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But,
like everything which is historical they undergo constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in
some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous "play" of history, culture and power. Far from
being grounded in a mere "recovery" of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, when found, will
secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different ways we are
positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past.’ Hall, S. (1990} ‘Cultural Identity and
Diaspora’, in J.Rutherford (Ed.), Identity: Community, Culture, Difference. London, Lawrence & Wishart. (p.225)

28



because, as Hall argues, identity is, ‘subject to the "play", of difference’. (Hall 1995: 3) From
this perspective, identity can neither simply be seen as a personal ‘problem’, nor
identification an entirely individual act. Rather, the subject as a rationally willed, unified
individual agent with a singular identity has, as Hall argues, has been undermined as a
credible idea through anti-essentialist theoretical perspectives within deconstruction, but
also feminism, psychoanalysis and Marxism. Instead, Hall argues:

The subject assumes different identities at different times, identities which are not
unified around a coherent ‘self’. Within us are contradictory identities, pulling in
different directions so that our identifications are continuously being shifted about.
(Hall 1992a: 277)
In late modernity, there are a ‘multiplicity’ of identities with which it might be possible to
identity and these opportunities might also be ‘fleeting’. (Hall 1992a: 277) The decentring of
the subject allows for a conception of identity as multiply positioned or differentiated — such
that an individual might be said to simultaneously hold many, and even contradictory
‘subject positions’. As | will explore in more depth in the next chapter, such insights have

necessitated a reassessment of fundamental presuppositions about political agency and the

political actor as primarily a class subject within traditional Marxist theory.

The Reformulation of ‘Left’ Politics
Cultural and social theorists of racism have critiqued Marxist assumptions that social
relations which subordinate particular groups on the basis of ‘race’ or ‘ethnicity’ can simply
be conceptually reduced to an ideological function of class politics. (Anthias and Yuval-Davis
1992; Hall 1996; Hall 1996 [1986]; Gilroy 2002 [1987]; Butler and Spivak 2007) Some have
emphasised how racism has been fundamental to the development of capitalism. For Miles,
for example, racism is something that, ‘underlines the contingent and discontinuous nature
of class formation.’ (Miles 1993) Sivanandan’s work from the 1960s has also consistently
argued that racism is integral to the production and maintenance of dominant social
relations in capitalist society, his more recent work considering the relationship between
racism, the British state and civil liberties in a time of ‘globalisation’ and the so called, ‘war
on terror’. (Sivanandan 1982; Sivanandan 2006; Sivanandan, Peirce et al. 2007) For Gilroy it
was important to break down the ontological privileging of class, and to understand that
‘class is not something given in economic antagonisms which can be expressed
straightforwardly in political formations’. (Gilroy 2002 [1987]: 30) Hall’s assertion that
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classed experiences are mediated through the lens of ‘race’, and that ‘race is the modality in
which class is lived’ perhaps seems equally to simplify what now would appear rather more
complex questions surrounding the formation and experience of identity. (Hall, Critcher et
al. 1978: 394; Hall 1996: 55) Hall’s later summary of the field explores and rejects as
reductionist the subsuming of questions around ethnic relations to a function of economic
relations, insisting instead upon a more pluralist approach and the multiplicity of structuring
forces. In linking this theoretical argument directly to practical politics, Hall asserts:

if ethnic relations are not reducible to economic relations then the former will not
necessarily change if and when the latter do. Hence, in a political struggle, the
former must be given their due specificity and weight as autonomous factors. (Hall
1996: 307)

For Slack, such arguments have contributed importantly to the ‘anti-reductionist turn in
cultural studies’, which:

effectively disempowered the possibility of reducing culture to class or to the mode
of production and rendered it possible and necessary to re-theorise social forces
such as gender, race and subculture as existing in complex - articulated - relations
with one another as well as with class. (Slack 1996: 121)

Hall’'s engagement with the theory of articulation presents a more complex picture of how
different, even conflicting subject positions can be held and to mediate experience. As such,
as | shall explore in depth in chapter three, the concept of ‘articulation’ as it has been
developed in the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe is a key influence
upon my approach. Whilst Hall distanced his approach from that of Laclau and Mouffe in
terms of its supposed ‘dissolution of everything into discourse’, in later clarifications of their
rejection of a non-discursive terrain, Hall's work seems far more aligned with their
theoretical perspective. (Hall 1996 [1986]: 418)!3 Discourse theory, and the concept of

articulation in particular has been very influential for Hall and others in moving beyond the

13 In ‘Authoritarian Populism: A Reply to Jessop et al., Hall asserts: ‘But | have long ago definitively dissociated
myself from the discourse theoretical approach to the analysis of whole social formations, or even from the
idea that the production of new subjectivities provides, in itself, an adequate theory of ideology (as opposed to
a critical aspect of its functioning). | have characterized that as a species-long familiar to the tradition of
“Western Marxism” of neo-Kantianism. In doing so, | have also tried carefully to demarcate the immensely
fruitful things which I learned from Ernesto Laclau’s Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory from the
dissolution of everything into discourse which, | believe, mars the later volume, Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy, despite its many insights.’ Hall, S. (1988b [1980]). Authoritarian Populism: A Reply to Jessop et al.
The Hard Road to Renewal: Thatcherism and the Crisis of the Left. S. Hall. London & New York, Verso.(p.157)
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class reductionism and ‘economism’ of classical forms of Marxism4 where, ‘all other
dimensions of the social formation’ were seen as, ‘ simply “mirroring” the economic on
another level of articulation, and as having no other determining or structuring force in their
own right’ (Hall 1996 [1986]) and reformulating what it means to engage in the politics of
‘the left’. (Rutherford 1990) As Rutherford notes, the encounter between traditional ‘left’
politics (based upon classical Marxist precepts) and the development of identity politics
especially in the 1980s and 1990s confronted ‘traditional’ left politics with its own
contradictions, a decentring force in political and theoretical terms. At a time in which
‘actually existing’ socialist politics was breaking down (in the form of the decline and demise
of the Soviet Union), and the forces of neo-liberal globalisation dislocating the economic
and social structures of Western societies and disturbing the identities of their political
subjects, it was necessary, as Wendy Brown argues, for ‘the Left’ to ‘resist melancholia’.
(Brown 2000) It is important, Brown argues, to accept and move beyond the loss of a Left
political project, the apparent ontological and epistemological certainties of which had been
premised upon unsustainable myths. What this does not mean, however, is a capitulation to
the prevailing hegemonic forces of neo-liberal capitalism and abandonment of political
thinking, but rather an acceptance of the ‘need to reformulate a Left project’ in Laclau and
Mouffe’s terms. (Laclau and Mouffe 1985) This is much more than a ‘theoretical choice’.
Rather, it ‘is an inevitable decision’ for tackling contemporary issues of social and political
concern’. (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 2) They argue that:

the problem with “actually existing” liberal democracies is not with their constitutive
values crystallized in the principles of liberty and equality for all, but with the system
of power which redefines and limits the operation of those values. This is why our
project of “radical and plural democracy” was conceived as a new stage in the
deepening of the “demaocratic revolution”, as the extension of the democratic
struggles for equality and liberty to a wider range of social relations. (Laclau and
Mouffe 1985: xv)

Laclau and Mouffe’s post-Marxist theoretical approach (which will be explored in depth in
the next chapter) is important because it opens up the possibility for a more plural politics

through a deepening or radicalising of democracy. Unlike the approaches of so called, ‘third

14 As | will explore in more detail in the next chapter, economism, as Hall asserts refers to, ‘a specific
theoretical approach which tends to read the economic foundations of society as the only determining
structure.’ Hall, S. (1996 [1986]). Gramsci's Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity. Stuart Hall: Critical
Dialogues in Cultural Studies. S. Hall, D. Morley and K.-H. Chen. London, Routledge.
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way’ or consensual approaches to politics Laclau and Mouffe insist upon the antagonistic
character of the political.1> Mouffe’s work especially vigorously challenges the ‘third way’
response to a crisis of the ‘Left wing’ project (the work of Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and
Jirgen Habermas are particularly subjected to critique), as anti-democratic - precluding, in
advance, an engagement with relations seen as incompatible with the status quo. (Mouffe

2005)

The Politics of Legitimate and lllegitimate Asylum identities

Indeed, such developments in cultural and political theories of identity have been necessary
in seeking to account for and explain the experience of identity and social relations. In the
context of late or ‘liquid’ modernity (to use Bauman’s preferred metaphor) where older
‘certainties’ concerning cultural or political identity seem to have been fundamentally
destabilised or fragmented, (Bauman 2006a) the idea of a ‘unified, completed, secure and
coherent identity’ is best seen as a ‘fantasy’, a fantasy which, as Hall notes, serves a
fundamental political purpose — fixing one’s sense of one’s place in the world in relation to
that of ‘others’. (Hall 1992a: 277) This fantasy also performs an important role in terms of
identifying of who does and does not ‘belong’ in a group or place and how this is to be
‘decided’. In racist discourses, for example, Gilroy argues:

Acceptance that race, nationalism, and ethnicity are invariant relieves the anxieties
that arise with a loss of certainty as to who one is and where one fits. The messy
complexity of social life is thereby recast as a Manichaean fantasy in which bodies
are only ordered and predictable in the inaccessible interiority of the genome. The
logics of nature and culture have converged, and it is above all the power of race
that ensures they speak in the same deterministic tongue. (Gilroy 2004a: 6)

However, in respect of the negative discourses surrounding asylum seekers, as discussed
above, the exclusionary forces are neither necessarily explicitly articulated through the

modality of ‘race’ through a logic of nature or culture, or class in any straightforward way.

15 In the preface to the second edition of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau and Mouffe argue: The
basic tenet of what is presented as the “third way” is that with the demise of communism and the socio-
economic transformation linked to the advent of the information society and the process of globalization,
antagonisms have disappeared. A politics without frontiers would now be possible — a “win-win politics”
where solutions could be found that favoured everybody in society. This implies that politics is no longer
structured around social division, and that political problems have become merely technical. Laclau, E. and C.
Mouffe (1985). Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. London & New York,
Verso. (pp. Xiv-xv)
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For Bauman, asylum seekers are demonised through the mythologies sustaining ‘liquid
modernity’, of which ‘overpopulation’ is a very important example — legitimated by
demographic knowledge. (Bauman 2004) According to Bauman’s argument, an
‘overpopulated’ world (designated as such in accordance with the labour supply needs of
the neo-liberal capitalist system), can no longer deal with its ‘surplus’ through old methods
(for example, through emigration policies to populate the uncharted territory of the ‘new
world’). As a result, there is now a growing problem of ‘human waste’ in the centre (the
indigenous unemployed), compounded by the migration of further redundant or conflict
ravaged populations from the periphery seeking a better life in the West. (Bauman 2004;
Bauman 2005; Bauman 2006 [2004]) The fallout of modernity, according to Bauman is
surplus, waste, or unwanted objects in both inanimate and human form. This is not a new
phenomenon, but has operated as a structural aspect of modernity since its exception.
What have been necessitated by this waste are dumping grounds or repositories for the
surplus. These places have, in the past, been discovered in the ‘pre-modern’ or ‘under-
developed’ areas of the globe, ‘waste’ processed away from the ‘centres’ of modernity.
However, now that the global market has extended throughout the world, there are
increasingly fewer options for ‘waste disposal’, whilst simultaneously, more and more waste
is produced. Humans deemed ‘surplus to requirements’ according to Bauman therefore,
are literally refuse-d, condemned as ‘human waste’ by the contemporary capitalist system.
Drawing upon Agamben’s Homo Sacer, Bauman notes:

The “underclass” is a motley collection of people who [...] have had their “bios” (that
is, the life of a socially recognized subject) reduced to “zoé” (purely animal life, with
all its recognizably human offshoots trimmed or annulled). Another category that is
meeting the same fate are the refugees — the stateless, the sans-papiers - the non-
territorials in a world of territorially grounded sovereignty. While sharing the
predicament of the underclass, they are, on top of all the other deprivations, denied
the right to a physical presence within the territory under sovereign rule except in
specially designed “non-places”, labelled as refugee or asylum-seeker camps to
distinguish them from the space where the rest, the “normal”, the “complete”
people live and move. (Bauman 2006 [2004]: 39-40)

Whereas a central role played by governments in the past was to protect their inhabitants
from the excesses and brutalities of capitalism —i.e. through the operation of the social

state, or in Britain the ‘welfare state’, this role has been weakened and rolled back.
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Governments no longer promise to provide protection as a justification for their authority
and to legitimise the hegemony of the capitalist system. Rather, according to Bauman,
governments no longer promise to protect their citizens from capitalism, in part, according
to Bauman because they are no longer capable of making such promises. (Bauman 2006
[2004]) Instead ‘liquid modernity’ requires those within the system to take responsibility for
their own unpredictable and ever changing social and economic circumstances, endlessly

adapting to fit the needs and fluid demands of the system. (Bauman 2006a)

Therefore, an alternative justification for state power is necessary, according to Bauman,
and this is expressed through the demonization of certain figures as objects of fear,
including asylum seekers. Serving as scapegoats for an array of social problems, Kushner
also argues, asylum seekers symbolise a need for state action to contain and repress
perceived threats and thus allay fears:

Rather than representing any real threat, asylum seekers have become scapegoats
for those anxious about the world around them, about contemporary concerns such
as health provision and job security, and, less tangentially, about a threatening
future and a rapidly changing and increasingly complex global community whose
very presence in their midst undermines the illusion of belonging to an exclusive and
comforting nation-state. (Kushner 2003: 262)

The emasculation of the welfare state and changing relation between the nation-state and
its citizens represents an important cultural shift which, it could also be argued, is significant
for asylum in other ways. As Paul du Gay explains, radical reforms to public services since
the 1990s, towards what was termed ‘New Public Management’ or ‘entrepreneurial
governance’ initiated new contractual modes of governance which redefined the
relationship between the state and the public. New responsibilities were placed upon the
individual (termed ‘empowerment’), and a greater emphasis upon competition and
performance as a means through which efficiency and organisational and individual goals
might be maximised.

Because a human being is considered to be continuously engaged in a project to
shape his or her life as an autonomous, choosing individual driven by the desire to
optimize the worth of its own existence, life for that person is represented as a
single, basically undifferentiated arena for the pursuit of that endeavour. Because
previously distinct forms of life are now classified primarily if not exclusively as
"enterprise forms", the conceptions and practices of personhood they give rise to
are remarkably consistent. As schools, prisons, governmental departments and so
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forth are re-imagined as "enterprises" they all accord an increased priority to the
"entrepreneur" as a category of person. In this sense, the character of the
entrepreneur can no longer be represented as just one amongst a plurality of ethical
personalities but must be seen as assuming an ontological priority. (Du Gay 2008
[1996]: 157)

This is significant because these changes have penetrated the style of governance of
immigration and asylum issues, including the conduct of immigration officers and
organisational practices of agencies of government concerned with managing immigration,
such as the UK Borders Agency. Indeed, elements of the asylum system are run on a
commercial basis, contracts for the transportation and detention of immigration detainees,
for example, providing an important example of this. (Bacon 2005) More indirectly,
however, the ‘ontological priority’ afforded to entrepreneurial individualism might
contribute to cultural expectations of asylum seekers, their motivations and behaviours as
individual humans making decisions about their personal futures. As ‘hard working’ or
‘respectable’ citizens, the responsibility to behave in this way is a daily endeavour, even if,
perhaps, this is likely to be a largely fruitless endeavour:

This idea of an individual human life as "an enterprise of the self" suggests that no
matter what hand circumstance may have dealt a person, he or she remains always
continuously engaged (even if technically "unemployed") in that one enterprise, and
that it is "part of the continuous business of living to make adequate provision for
the preservation, reproduction and reconstruction of one's own human capital"
(Gordon, cited in Du Gay 2008 [1996]: 155)

Discourses positing asylum seekers as ‘bogus’, or as ‘economic migrants in disguise’ are, |
would contend, haunted by these familiar expectations that all individuals should and will
operate above all, as entrepreneurs of the self. Behind the dehumanising narratives of
asylum seekers as ‘human cargo’, is perhaps the ‘realist’ assumption that all, including
asylum seekers, are encouraged to believe that the route to survival lies in recognising our
personal commercial interests as our primary responsibility. As Threadgold argues,
neoliberal discourses position all subjects, including asylum seekers, as individuals
compelled to assume the responsibility for their own subjection by the forces of
neoliberalism:

What is said here of working class women (and men) living lives ostensibly
"protected" by the nation-state, is equally relevant to the "stateless" asylum seekers
[...]. The difference of course is that they are not protected by any nation state, and
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that they are paradoxically denied any individuality by (among others) the
homogenising political, policy, media and legal discourses which label and
dehumanise them. And yet, they are seen as having "chosen" to be asylum seekers,
"chosen" to come to "soft-touch" Britain, and are required to self-manage and to
renarrativise their own identity with resource to little else but their own psychology,
and in opposition to a powerful mediatised narrative which works through many
institutions to make them unrecognisable to themselves on a daily basis.
(Threadgold 2006: 225)

Indeed, the subjection of all to these kinds of neoliberal positionings may help to explain the
outrage expressed and the rhetorical power of a construct such as ‘asylum shopping’ which
appeared in media and political discourse surrounding Sangatte and discussions of the

Dublin Conventions, as | discuss further in chapter four.

Indeed, the issue of the ease with which asylum seekers might be able to arrive at British
borders has, it seems been a predominant theme in media and political discourse. Steve
Cohen echoes Bauman’s arguments in his observation that numbers and population
management have been dominant concerns within the asylum debate:

Constant through all the arguments for immigration controls has been the assertion
that the presence of migrants, immigrants or refugees somehow disturbs a
supposedly natural demographic balance and leads to overpopulation. (Cohen 2003:
67)

As such, the management of the population is, often implicitly but sometimes explicitly,
represented as a rational justification for understanding asylum as a ‘crisis’. The expression
of population management concerns through debates about scarce public resources and
services under pressure (for example, health and education, welfare and social services such
as housing), as well as the availability of employment opportunities provides a meaningful
social and civic content to the argument to restrict asylum, and all are paradigms through
which a concern with maintaining the ‘demographic balance’ has been articulated. This
idea has frequently been premised upon a concern about supposedly unsustainable
numbers of new arrivals as well as the scale of the presence of asylum seekers already in the
country, which analysts of media and political discourse have often termed ‘the numbers
game’. (Clarke 1998; Kaye 2001b; Sayeed 2003) The logic for ‘keeping asylum numbers low’
is articulated as rational and ‘common sense’ through a kind of balance-sheet rhetoric which

posits the reaffirmation of ‘our liberal credentials’ and ‘our proud history’ of providing
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sanctuary to those who ‘deserve it’ against the supposed damage caused by unchecked
numbers of non-genuine asylum seekers and refugees. The ‘gravity’ of these issues has
been further heightened through the regular association of asylum and refugee issues with
matters relating to fraudulent activities and crime. A larger presence of asylum seekers
within the population has also been linked to social control more generally. This has often
been related to presumed cultural differences and the potential for a racist backlash from
the ‘host’ population towards ‘newcomers’ - an issue which came to the fore particularly
around the ‘dispersal scheme’ introduced after the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999.

(HMSO 1999)

This discourse is so entrenched that even those who seek to campaign on behalf of asylum
seekers through ‘myth busting’ often reproduce its logic, emphasising the minimal impact of
the asylum seeker presence upon demography and the ‘valuable contribution’ asylum
seekers make in British society. For example, in a leaflet created by the National Assembly
Against Racism (NAAR), Myth-Busting Facts and Figures about Refugees and Asylum Seekers,
it is emphasised that: Britain ranks only 18th among 50 industrialised countries in the world
when comparing the numbers of asylum seekers to the population of the host country,” and
includes a number of examples of how asylum seekers and refugees have ‘enriched’” UK
society, including the ‘30,000 jobs created in Leicester by Ugandan Asian refugees who
settled in the city in the 1970s’. (National Assembly Against Racism 2006) Whilst presenting
a rather different perspective than the negative narratives surrounding asylum in the
majority of the mainstream press, these arguments do little to subvert the dominant
discourse and its default logic that a problem arises when the potential drain on resources

outweighs the potential benefits.

In their critique of ‘the numbers game’ and the measures of asylum control concerns about
numbers are considered to justify in media and political discourse, Bloch and Schuster note
that:

although the numbers have never reached the levels of the early 1990s, the
measures introduced are not eased, but are added to — indicating that the “crisis”
itself has little to do with numbers. (Bloch and Schuster 2005b: 492)
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In these terms, the ‘asylum crisis’ seems not so rationally defined but rather an
consequence of something else articulated within the dominant discourse on asylum.
Perhaps this is because the idea of the entrepreneurial asylum seeker functions as a
supplement within discourses surrounding asylum and the ‘crises’ facing the UK immigration
and asylum system under New Labour. The numerous reforms to the system belie an
anxiety about its bureaucratic inadequacies, it inefficient and ineffectual processes
‘apparently’ requiring continuous renewal and technological development in the face of the
entrepreneurial spirit and individual endeavours of those who would seek to exploit its
weaknesses. As Jordan and Brown contend:

The politics of ‘asylum abuse’, which entered the public realm around the time of the
1992 general election, was mainly concerned with the benefits and services available
to asylum seekers. Under pressure from repeated media campaigns, during the
1990s, governments focused on limiting asylum claims, arguing that they were often
disguised forms of ‘economic migration’, which were potentially damaging both for
employment rights of UK citizens and for social cohesion. (Jordan and Brown 2006:
10)

Here asylum is no longer primarily concerned with ‘sanctuary’ or ‘hospitality’ — but rather is
signified as a system and personified as a victim of ‘abuse’. Instead of a structure providing
protection, the asylum system is rearticulated as that which requires protection from

exploitation.

The combination of concerns about the asylum seeker presence, and of further potential
‘influxes’ then, constitutes a key element upon which an ‘asylum crisis’ has been premised.
A preoccupation with population management continues to provide a steadfast rationale
justifying the introduction and renewal of policies which are designed to control or ‘manage’
asylum seeking and/or the asylum system, and an over-emphasis upon numbers has also
been well documented as articulating a dehumanising media and political discourse where
the contexts from which asylum is sought are obscured. (Speers 2001; Buchannan 2003;
ICAR 2004) Furthermore, as Bauman notes, in an age of globalisation:

Refugees have become, in a caricatured likeness to the new power elite of the
globalised world, a sign of the rootlessness of the present-day human condition, and
hence a focus for the sense of precariousness that feeds many present-day human
fears and anxieties. Such fears and anxieties have been displaced into the popular
resentment and fear of refugees, since they cannot be defused or dispersed in a

38





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































