An Ethnography of ‘Illegality’
And Migration

In the early 1990s, the German philosopher Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm asserted that the paradigmatic scene of the modern era is that of the immigration officer examining a passport (1992:196). The movement of people across borders is not specific to the modern era, but it is the border policies and immigration laws of nation states that have created the paradigmatic scene and one of its consequences, ‘illegal’ immigrants. However, the paradigmatic scene of the world at the beginning of the third millennium is rather that of dead bodies, ‘illegal’ migrants in a container truck, suffocated by the heat and lack of oxygen. 
The proliferation of undocumented migrants and human ‘smuggling’ is associated with the state’s ‘loss of control’ (see Sassen 1996), ‘national security’ (Nadig 2002), and organized criminality. In other words, nation-states are seized by ‘security panic’ about ‘migrant illegality’. The new terminology of ‘trafficking’, ‘smuggling of human beings’, ‘organized criminality’, etc has partly replaced that of ‘illegal’ migration. This is a study of ‘illegality’ in the field of migration, which focuses on the process of unauthorized migration (mainly in the form of ‘smuggling’) and the living conditions of undocumented immigrants in Sweden.
The status of illegal immigrant is only possible because a person is seen to be in violation of rules of residence and citizenship. This status is produced not only by the institutions of the police and immigration authorities, but also by other officials in education, health, and housing, as well as by private persons who as employers or landlords verify immigrant documents (see Coutin 2000). There is also a risk that social scientists and journalists might unwittingly contribute to the discursive construction of the ‘illegal immigrant’ by uncritically adopting the discourse of the state (De Genova 2002: 423).

The approach adopted in this study is to regard ‘illegality’ as a social and political position rather than a kind of person, the ‘illegal immigrant’. Indeed, the aim of the study is to provide a detailed and nuanced account of the lives of those people who are labelled ‘illegal’ that avoids essentializing stereotypes

Due to the nature of the subject there are no exact figures on the number of undocumented migrants. Most statistical data on ‘illegal’ migrants are estimates, usually based on border arrests, court records, and deportations (Salt and Hogarth 2000:29-38). The inadequate statistical information, alongside the fact that these estimated numbers are repeated by government officials and in political debates and reports, make it difficult to check their reliability. However, there are some widely accepted estimates in several countries. The number of undocumented migrants, or, as they are also called, ‘illegal aliens’, in the US is estimated to be more than 5 million (Kyle and Koslowski 2001:10). By 1991, there were up to 300,000 undocumented migrants, mostly part of the working force outside the mainstream labor market, in Japan (Sassen 1998:65). In Moscow, there are estimated to be 200,000 ‘illegal’ residents at any one time (Salt and Hogarth 2000:31). In Western Europe, ‘illegal’ migration has also emerged as a major topic in the national and European Union debates (Sassen 1999:104). The scale of ‘illegal’ human-trafficking to and through the EU has been increasing since the early 1990s (see Koser 2001). It is estimated that a half million illegal aliens enter Western Europe each year (Salt 2000:39).
Sweden has been used both as a transit-country for some time, i.e. a corridor on the way to a destination country and as a country of destination. Sweden has been an attractive destination for asylum seekers since the early 1980s. According to official surveys, human smuggling into Sweden is increasing (SOU 2002:69). Although official statistics do not exist, but according to unofficial sources the number of undocumented migrants in Sweden is estimated to be between 10,000 and 30,000. These are people who have either overstayed their visa, asylum-seekers who have escaped into hiding after their applications have been turned down, or persons who are smuggled into the country.
Human Smuggling 

Smuggling human beings is today a global problem (Kyle and Koslowski 2001:1) and a matter of great concern for states in the West. The movement of people from the poorer countries to the richer is increasingly taking place outside the regular immigration channels. Smuggling refugees and immigrants often makes use of the same channels as those used by narcotics and weapons smugglers. The well organized ‘smuggler groups’ work in complex networks which stretch from countries of origin, via ‘transit’ countries, to the countries of destination (see e.g. Smith 1997).

Profits from trafficking in people are estimated to be comparable to the profits of international drugs and weapons smuggling (SOU 2002:69, pp.147). Profits of trafficking in women alone are estimated to be around 7 billions $US each year (ibid; see also Smith 1997:9). Due to the fact that the penalty for smuggling people is much less severe than for smuggling narcotics, many criminal groups abandon the latter in favor of the former (Smith 1997:9).
The emergence of new destinations and routes has shaped a new geography of transnational migration. For instance, loose border control and a weak management of immigration in the former Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe has opened up a new route for migrants from the Far East as well as from the Middle East. In 1994, up to 80 per cent of migrants smuggled into Western Europe and Scandinavia came through Russia and Ukraine (Salt and Hogarth 2000:92). One estimate is that there are half a million people waiting in Eastern Europe to enter Western Europe each year (Salt 2000:39). Similar patterns can be found in other parts of the world. For instance, at any given time 30,000 Chinese are stationed in a ‘transit’ country (e.g. Bolivia, Panama, or Peru) waiting to enter the US (Chin 1997:170).
As Portes indicated in the late 1970s, studies of undocumented migrants mainly target an audience composed of decision-makers (1978:469). The situation is not very different today (De Genova 2002). Unlike in the US, the study of undocumented migrants in Europe has largely been left to governmental institutions, journalism, criminology, and legal studies. These studies tend to focus on the issue of traveling, i.e. how people get to their destinations. The living conditions of these people are often overlooked. Surprisingly, with a few exceptions (Carter 1997; Leman 1997; McMurray 2001), even within research on ‘transnationalism’ in Europe, this topic seems to have been ignored.
In Sweden there is virtually no sociological or ethnographic research into the situation of ‘illegal’ immigrants, although studies focusing on health issues and in particular the situation of children have been carried out. An interest in this matter, however, has recently emerged in the Swedish media. A series of reports on the social conditions of undocumented migrants has appeared in the Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter, and a documentary film was recently shown on Channel 2 (March 9, 2003). The monthly Situation Stockholm (a magazine for homeless people in Stockholm) published an article on ‘hidden refugees’ (April 2003). The topic of ‘illegal’ migration and undocumented migrants is often seen as a question of crime that casts a shadow over other social and political aspects of migration and the life of migrants (Salt 2000:37).

Being an ‘illegal’ immigrant in Sweden entails exclusion from a range of societal institutions, including education, health care, welfare systems, and the protection of the law. The everyday life of undocumented migrants means living under the constant threat of deportation. Yet, mostly, ‘illegal’ immigrants in Sweden are invisible except in cases of tragic incidents, e.g. suicide (DN, 8 November, 1996; Expressen, 5 December, 2000), traumatic deportations (e.g. DN, 21 November, 2002), or attempts to receive an ‘amnesty’ after having been misled by smugglers, as in the recent cases of many ‘illegal’ immigrants from South America (SVT/2, 9 March, 2003).
Undocumented migrants are pre-eminently labor migrants (including ‘sex laborers’ see Scully [2001]). As De Genova asserts, ‘illegality’ can serve as a disciplinary apprenticeship in the subordination of migrant labor (2002:429; cf. Rouse 1991). Compared with legal migrants, the undocumented aliens work very long hours and receive lower wages. Cohen’s interpretation is that a surplus of ‘illegal’ immigrants is held in reserve, ready to be used during expansionist phases of the business cycle. The “very existence of a reserve army reduces the bargaining power of those in regular employment” (Cohen 1987:42). Smith in his study on smuggling of Chinese migrants into the US, compares today’s trafficking in human beings as labor force to the many thousands years of slave trade (1997:9). There are indications that this is also to some extent true of Sweden. A study of Iranian entrepreneurs in Stockholm found illegal immigrants to be a significant resource (Khosravi 1999). The legal status of migrants has immense consequences for their position in the labor market (see Powers et al. 1998).

The gender of illegal immigrants is also of crucial importance. We know very little about the lives of undocumented female migrants. With a very few exceptions (e.g. Powers et al. 1998) researchers have not paid attention to the gendered aspects of ‘illegality’. The majority of works on undocumented female migrants deal with the traffic in women for prostitution. We know much less about how gender affects other aspects of daily life. It is not only women who are exploited. Undocumented male migrants also are exploited, for instance, as carriers of narcotics when they themselves are smuggled to Western countries. Another neglected feature of migrant ‘illegality’ is children. There is a lack of sociological knowledge of what happens to the children of undocumented migrants. What is the impact of ‘illegality’ on their education, access to health care? What are the consequences of having no friends or normal contacts?
Aims of the study

This study aims to provide an ethnography of the everyday life of undocumented migrants, a unique insight into the world of illegal immigrants in Sweden. An ethnographic approach can bring to light what Coutin calls the ‘space of nonexistence’, i.e. a space of invisibility, exclusion, repression, exploitation, and also violence (2000:27-47). The absence of  contact between undocumented migrants and the Swedish welfare system, as well as with a range of administrative mechanisms, force these people to circumvent ‘legal’ procedures to satisfy a range of practical needs, such as work, education, health care, and housing. In the absence of access to welfare services, how do they manage finances, health care, child care, education, and lack of legal protection? In short, what are their survival strategies? Are there alternative institutions from which they receive help, such as informal medical care, school, etc. How does gender affect the status of ‘illegal’ migrants? 

One aim of the study will be to record immigrants’ narratives of their lives and situation. What does their own world look like? And how do they narrate it? Their own voices will contribute to building up a more multifaceted picture of what migrant ‘illegality’ actually means for the people who find themselves in this position. This will present an alternative account to that presented in the media (as victims completely lacking agency) and by the authorities (as ‘unlawful’ people). 

Methodology

Material will be gathered through fieldwork among Persian-speaking undocumented immigrants (coming from Iran, parts of Kurdistan and Afghanistan) who have arrived in Sweden during last five years. Obviously the general problem is making contact with undocumented migrants. One strategy is to contact them through groups and organizations which work with undocumented migrants, such as the church and advocacy groups. After initial contact traditional ‘snowball’ referral technique will be adopted to come into contact with other persons. 
While conducting fieldwork among Iranian entrepreneurs in Stockholm in the late 1990s (see Graham and Khosravi 1997: Khosravi 1999), Shahram Khosravi came into contact with several undocumented migrants, who, in turn, put him in contact with two networks which work to assist undocumented migrants. One of these networks only works with undocumented female migrants. 
Open-ended interviews with undocumented immigrants will be combined with participant observation in their everyday activities, which will provide a better understanding of the practical details of and problems in the daily lives of ‘illegal’ immigrants. 
Furthermore, the study will also involve interviewing institutional actors, such as governmental officials, NGO staff, social workers, immigration officers at Arlanda airport (north of Stockholm), and, if possible, a ‘human smuggler’ (e.g. Mr.A. a well-known ‘smuggler’ who proudly claims that he has “helped” more than 20,000 Iranians to come to Sweden. He now serves a prison sentence in Sweden).

Khosravi’s personal experiences of being ‘smuggled’ out of Iran as a political refugee, and of living as an undocumented migrant in different countries for one year has provided him with his own insights into the plight of ‘illegal’ immigrants. His own daily involvement in the Iranian diasporic life in Stockholm will also facilitate carrying out the fieldwork in Sweden.

The study will be carried out in Stockholm during 2004, 2005, and 2006.

2004- The first half of 2004 will be devoted to the examination of relevant theoretical and factual literature. Fieldwork will commence in the summer of 2004 and continue until the summer of 2005.

2005- The fieldwork will be completed and the collation and organization of material, including transcribing, will be carried out. Analysis of the material will begin.

2006- Analysis of the data and writing up will continue.

Ethics

Conducting research among undocumented immigrants raises a number of ethical issues. Most prominent among them is the need for trust, consent, and the guarantee of confidentiality. The fact that Shahram Khosravi already has access to ‘illegal’ immigrants is evidence that sufficient trust has been built up to make the project feasible. Participants in the project will be informed about the research and will be able to cease co-operation with the researcher whenever they wish. Informants will be granted anonymity and their personal information will be protected in a such a way that they can not be identified by others either during the fieldwork or in publications. Collected information will be kept under lock and key. All information gathered from individuals will be used only within the framework of the project and will not be made available to any other parties.

A minor pilot study (including 5 persons) would be done in order to test if questions cause uneasiness and anxiety for the interviewees.

Presentation of Results

Results from the project will be published in the form of a monograph, several working papers, and articles. Findings will be disseminated via Ceifo and IMER (the Swedish Association for the Study of International Migration and Ethnic Relations). During the reworking and analysis of material findings will be presented at national as well as international conferences including the AAA (American Anthropological Association) and the EASA (European Association of Social Anthropology). When approaching the final phase of the project, a one-day workshop/seminar on ‘Migrant Illegality’ will be organized at Stockholm University. If possible a seminar-series (like those Shahram Khosravi held for FoU-Nordväst, Stockholm [see cv]) will be organized for a group of refugee assistants. The findings of the research will also be submitted to the people outside the academia through participation in public debate.
The project will be mainly carried out by Shahram Khosravi. He is currently a Ph.D student in Social Anthropology at Stockholm University (he will defend his thesis in November 2003, see attached certificate). He has conducted fieldwork among Iranians in Stockholm, Los Angeles, and Tehran, and has examined business networks, identity, and Iranian diaspora communities (see attached cv).
Significance
The problem of ‘illegal’ immigrants is not going to disappear in the foreseeable future. The growing gap between South and North, increasing poverty and military conflicts in some parts of the world, and a harsher migration policy in the West, all suggest that unauthorized migration will increase. Since the mid 1990s, ‘illegal’ migration and immigrants have been a major topic in official and public debates. Projects like this one are still rare in Europe (Salt and Hogarth 2000:128). This study can contribute to the in exchange of information and to developing academic cooperation on the subject of ‘migrant illegality’ between Swedish and other European researchers.
Budget

The total cost of the project is estimated to 1,778,000 SEK, which mainly will be used for salary for Shahram Khosravi. Costs for literature and data (e.g. statistics) amount to 15,000 SEK. The budget includes also two conference participations for Shahram Khosravi (25,000 SEK). A sum of 10,000 SEK is also included in the budget which will be used for arranging a seminar. The budget shall cover University costs, Ceifo administration, tax, and rent of office
REFERENCES
Carter, D. M. (1997) State of Grace: Senegalese in Italy and the New European Immigration, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Chin, K. (1997) Safe House or Hell House? Experiences of Newly Arrived Undocumented Chinese, in Smith, P.J. ed. Human Smuggling: Chinese Migrant Trafficking and the Challenge to America’s Immigration Tradition, Washington, D.C.: the Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS).
Cohen, R. (1987) The New Helots: Migrants in the International Division of Labour. Hampshire: Avebury.

Coutin, S.B. (2000) Legalizing Moves: Salvadoran Immigrants’ Struggle for US. Residency, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
De Genova (2002) Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability in Everyday Life, Annual Review of Anthropology, vol. 31.

Hoffmann-Axthelm, D. (1992) Identity and Reality: the end of the philosophical immigration officer, in Lash, S. and Friedman, J. (eds.) Modernity and Identity, Oxford: Blackwell.

Graham, M. and Khosravi, S. (1997) Home is Where You Make It: repatriation and diaspora culture among Iranians in Sweden, Journal of Refugee Studies, vol. 10, No.2.

Khosravi, S. (1999) Displacement and Entrepreneurship: Iranian small businesses in Stockholm, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol.25 No.3.

Koser,K (2001), The Smuggling of Asylum Seekers into Western Europe, in Kyle, D. and Koslowski, R. (eds.), Global Human Smuggling, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Kyle, D. and Koslowski, R. (2001), Global Human Smuggling, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Leman, J. (1997) Undocumented Migrants in Brussels: Diversity and the Anthropology of ‘Illegality’, New Community, vol.23, No.1.

McMurray, D. (2001) In and Out of Morocco; Smuggling and Migration in a Frontier Boomtown, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Nadig, A. (2002) Human Smuggling, National Security, and Refugee Protection, Journal of Refugee Studies,vol.15, No.1.
Portes, A. (1978) Towards a Structural Analysis of Illegal (undocumented) Immigration, International Migration Review, vol. 12, No. 4.

Powers, M.G., Seltzer, W., Shi, J. (1998) Gender Differences in the Occupational Status of Undocumented Immigrants in the United States: Experience Before and After Legalization, International Migration Review, vol. XXXII, No. 4.

Rouse, R. (1991) Mexican Migration and Social Space of Postmodernism, Diaspora, vol.1, No. 1.

Salt, J. (2000) Trafficking and Human Smuggling: A European Perspective, International Migration, vol.38, No. 3.
Salt, J. and Hogarth, J. (2000) Migrant Trafficking and Human Smuggling in Europe, In Migrant Trafficking and Human Smuggling in Europe: a review of evidence with case studies from Hungary, Poland, and Ukraine, Geneva: International Organization for Migration (IOM).
Sassen, S. (1996) Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of Globalization, New York: Columbia University Press.

Sassen, S. (1998) Globalization and Its Discontents: Essays on the New Mobility of People and Money, New York: Nye Press.

Sassen, S. (1999) Guests and Aliens, New York: New Press.
Scully, E. (2001) Pre-Cold War Traffic in Sexual labor and its Foes: some Contemporary Lessons, in Kyle, D. and Koslowski, R. (eds.), Global Human Smuggling, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Smith, P.J. (1997) Chinese Migrant Trafficking: A Global Challenge, in Smith, P.J. ed. Human Smuggling: Chinese Migrant Trafficking and the Challenge to America’s Immigration Tradition, Washington, D.C.: the Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS).
SOU: 2002:69 (Statens Offentliga Utredningar), Stockholm: Fritzes.
PAGE  
1

