
Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees / Refuge : revue canadienne sur les réfugiés
2024, Vol. 39, No. 2, 1–13
https://doi.org/10.25071/1920-7336.41163

 

 

Unmasking the Impact of Bureaucratic Violence

Nina Grena
 

 

, Dalia Abdelhadyb
 

 

and Martin Joormannc
 

 

HISTORY Published 2024-05-13

...

.
.

KEYWORDS
bureaucratic violence; refugees; forced displacement; bureaucracies

INTRODUCTION

Violence or the threat of violence is an in-
evitable part of the experiences of most
forcibly displaced people. As a special “kind”
of person (Malkki, 1995), the refugees is
perceived as embodying suffering and mis-
ery, despite their own significantly diverse
accounts of their struggles for survival, recog-
nition, and a dignified life (Espiritu et al.,
2022). In the eyes of the public, the violence
that forcibly displaced people experience is
primarily seen as direct and physical, even
though research has shown that other forms
of violence also play important roles (see
Galtung, 1990). Physical violence is the type
of violence that consists of shelling, tor-
ture, maiming, sexual assault, arrests, forced
pushbacks, and other behaviours that char-
acterize forced displacement and entail a
violation of migrants’ human rights (see,
e.g., Malkki, 2015). However, many forcibly
displaced people also encounter nonphys-
ical forms of violence post-migration and
especially in liminal situations such as during
the asylum-seeking process, while crossing
borders, and in refugee camps (Abdelhady
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et al., 2020). Many of these experiences of
violence post-migration are enacted by na-
tional and international organizations that
become increasingly significant in the lives of
refugees. Specifically, bureaucratic practices
inflict violence upon the lives of the forcibly
displaced in distinct ways that augment the
violence of forcible displacement.
This special issue focuses on bureaucratic

violence andhighlights howbureaucracies as
social institutions, besides providing access
to rights, also impact refugees in ways that
are constraining, humiliating, soul killing,
and sometimes life-threatening. The con-
ception of bureaucratic violence that we
advance in this special issue has its roots
in post-colonial studies and builds on the
writings of Arendt, Foucault, and Graeber,
among others. The articles chosen as part
of this collection discuss certain violent out-
comes of discourses, policies, and practices in
relation to forced displacement and refugee
migration in diverse bureaucratic settings
and the ways such violence is experienced by
different actors. In this introductory article,
we present the theoretical underpinnings
of the term bureaucratic violence and thus
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the conceptual framework that connects the
different case studies included in the issue.
Ultimately, our aim is to draw attention to
the ways bureaucratic practices are a form of
violence unto themselves in the lives of the
forcibly displaced and, in the process, to open
up the field of analysis.
Agreeing that there is no consistent expe-

rience of forced displacement (see, e.g., Es-
piritu et al., 2022), we hold that the com-
monality of “refugeeness” lies in the forced
engagement with structures such as border
regimes, legal frameworks, and different
types of humanitarian and governmental in-
terventions that aim to control, register, pro-
cess, settle, or deport the forcibly displaced
(Jansen & Löfving, 2009). These structures
are intertwined with bureaucratic practices
in various ways. People are subjected to
multiple layers of bureaucracies around the
world, but those who are labelled refugees
or seek such a status are especially so due to
their ambiguous relation to nation-states. In
a formative article,Malkki (1992) outlines the
ways refugees come to occupy a problematic
position in the presentworld order since they
are ideologically and politically constructed
as being out of place and in liminal positions
in relation to nation-states. In The Origins
of Totalitarianism, Arendt (1951/1976) dis-
cusses that stateless people and refugees
often find it difficult to obtain basic human
rights since they are not “automatically”
under the responsibility of any nation-state.
In herwords, this comes down to the struggle
about “the right to have rights” (p. 298).
Being out of place or lacking the right to
have rights, however, does not entail a po-
sition that is outside the purview of the
nation-state and its institutional apparatuses.
In fact, it is fair to say that since citizenship
and sedentarism have been normalized in
most parts of the world, authorities tend to
surveil and control people on the margins

more than others (Gren, 2020). As refugees
are not seen as a proper or “natural” part of
the nation-state, they are often considered a
threat that undermines national coherence
and stability, and as a result, the state’s
interest in controlling and governing them
increases. By investigating the encounters
between forced displacement and different
bureaucratic processes, we bring about a
much-needed element in the understanding
of contemporary experiences of forced dis-
placement. This special issue provides crucial
analyses that extend and complicate our
knowledge of global regimes of mobility.
The articles provide in-depth understanding
of complex realities including experiences of
bureaucratic categorization and deterrence
policies. Bureaucratic violence is an analytical
concept that gives expression to underappre-
ciated experiences of forced displacement.
Bureaucratic violence as a concept, there-
fore, can extend critical analyses of state
institutional practices of managing refugee
populations.
By looking at the interaction between

the forcibly displaced and the nation-states
they are located in, the different contribu-
tions highlight that state institutions hin-
der, govern, and control in ways that are
often detrimental to the well-being of refu-
gees. The encounter between the forcibly
displaced and nation-states is also a place
to investigate human agency as refugees
respond to institutional structures in creative
ways that often include an adjustment in
plans and trajectories. Thus, we go beyond
the analysis of restrictive discourses, regula-
tions, and practices (see, e.g., Davies et al.,
2017; Vianelli, 2019) and instead approach
asylum systems, service provisions, and the
implementation of policies as social phe-
nomena that must be understood in the
context of the bureaucratization of everyday
life (Graeber, 2015). The bureaucratization
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of everyday life leads to an “iron cage” of
disenchanted living (Weber, 1921/1981),
threatens democracy (Graeber, 2015), and, in
the case of the forcibly displaced, intensifies
their dehumanization.
This article proceeds as follows: in the

next section, we discuss the ways violence
is enacted withing bureaucracies in general
and with reference to forcibly displaced
people in particular. We also explain the
understanding of the multi-faceted nature
of violence. We then discuss the ways bu-
reaucratic violence is experienced by those
subjected to it, highlighting that it is an
integral feature of bureaucracies and its im-
moral nature as especially manifested in the
desire to “kill” the other (Foucault, 2003). The
following section underlines the framework
of bureaucratic violence we wish to advance
in this special issue. Finally, we end with
an overview of the different contributions
in this collection, summarizing their main
contributions to the field.

THE ENACTMENT OF VIOLENCE
WITHIN BUREAUCRACIES

Bureaucracies are dynamic and interrela-
tional spaces rather than merely stagnant
structures that form everyday realities inmul-
tiple ways (Bear & Mathur, 2015; Bernstein
& Mertz, 2011; Eldridge, 2018; Eldridge &
Reinke, 2018; Gupta, 2012; Reinke, 2018).
Bureaucratic violence reveals itself struc-
turally in how we live and how we deal
with bureaucracy. Our starting point for
analyzing bureaucratic violence is that a clear
differentiation between different types of
violence is, in most empirical cases of forced
displacement, neither analytically possible
nor desirable. Instead, we need to think of
ways of violence in its different forms as
interrelated and enacted along a continuum.
Violence can be enacted through discourse
(as in those constructing non-deserving mi-

grants, criminality, or border and institu-

tional crises). Violence can be enacted struc-

turally and through policies (residency/citi-

zenship based on access to different forms of

capital, or temporary protection for refugees

that prevents them from family reunifica-

tion). Finally, violence can be enacted in

direct action, which is often the area most

focused upon when analyzing refugee expe-

riences; here it is easy to envision multiple

examples of physical violence performed at

the border, by patrol officers, or in immigrant

detention centres. By differentiating the

different arenas where violence is enacted,

we can begin to analyze the ways different

forms of violence are interconnected, and

also the ways the different spheres are them-

selves interconnected (e.g., discourses have

a direct impact on policies, and both have

a direct impact on actions; see Abdelhady,

2020).

Connecting research on bureaucracies

with studies on the multiple dimensions

of violence, scholars point to the ways vio-

lence is enacted and perpetuated through

normalized administrative processes and

decision-making (Eldridge, 2018; Eldridge &

Reinke, 2018; Graeber, 2015; Gupta, 2012;

Rajan, 2001; Tyner & Rice, 2016). These schol-

ars draw attention to the ways violence

can be enacted through several processes,

including the absence of effective regulation

and lack of transparency and emergency

planning, along with bureaucratic rituals

and routines. Similarly, delays, inaction, and

abstruse paperwork that often relies on tech-

nocratic language are also different aspects

of bureaucratic violence. Understanding the

various ways bureaucratic violence is both

enacted (e.g., by social workers) and expe-

rienced (e.g., by refugees) is an important

aspect of analyzing its consequences (which

we turn to in the next section).
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For this special issue, our understanding
of the ways bureaucratic violence as enacted
with significant consequences for the every-
day experiences of refugees has conceptual-
theoretical and empirical-analytical implica-
tions. As evidenced in all articles of the issue,
the nation-state is “bordered” (Yuval-Davis
et al., 2019) not only towards its outside but
also inside. Explaining the ways in which
bordering is a process that differentiates
between groups within a particular space,
Yuval-Davis et al. (2019) emphasize that state
borders are experienced in the everyday
constructions of symbolic lines of inclusion
and difference. These symbolic constructions
have important material consequences. Bor-
dering processes as experienced by migrants
in everyday life can be exercised by different
actors in various contexts. For instance, in
the context of a welfare state like Sweden, as
both Elsrud and Lundberg illustrate in their
respective articles, “street-level bureaucrats”
(Lipsky, 1980), including not only migration
case officers but also social workers, de-
cide on refugees’ access to asylum, hous-
ing, education, and health care. Thereby,
they contribute to the internal bordering
of the state (Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). This
bordering is done in a different but equally
important way from when it is exercised
by the police or immigration and customs
officers who patrol the external border of
the nation-state, as demonstrated in, for
example, Martinez’s (this issue) article on the
United States–Mexican border.
Inmore abstract terms, both Arendt (1969)

and Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004)
emphasize a violence continuum where
different forms of violence interconnect,
mingle, and lead to one another. As a result,
violence should not be understood merely
in its physicality; it always includes attacks
on people’s integrity, dignity, and sense of
worth (Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois, 2004,

p. 1). As discussed in this special issue, bureau-
cracy demonstrates outcomes that span the
violence continuum (Eldridge&Reinke, 2018;
Norberg, 2022; Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois,
2004), which implies that forms of physical,
structural (Farmer, 2004), symbolic (Bourdieu
&Wacquant, 2004), and slow violence (Nixon,
2011) may and often do overlap. In this issue,
Martinez’s (this issue) analysis of the United
States–Mexico border reveals that symbolic
violence committed in the production of
medicalized knowledge blends with the slow
violence of waiting indefinitely, often bring-
ing about physical violence in the repeated
encounters with US border authorities and
gang activities. Demonstrated in Elsrud’s
(2023) article focusing on Afghani asylum
seekers in Sweden, thephysical violenceexpe-
rienced in Afghanistan and in the process of
flight is followed by symbolic violence, which
discursively constructsAfghans as bogus refu-
gees who are not worthy of protection, and
structural violence, which places untenable
requirements on their ability to receive legal
status and survive in Sweden. Survival in the
face of bureaucratic violence, as the two case
studies demonstrate, has long-term physical
and mental effects, which often leave the
affected refugees demoralized and without
hope.
The acts of violence we are interested

in are often enacted by politicians writing
laws and bureaucrats implementing policies
(e.g., Joormann, 2020; Lindberg, 2020). Yet
these acts of violence may also be carried
out by volunteers and NGO workers or even
other migrants. For instance, Martinez (this
issue) describes how fellow Central American
migrants manage the list of people waiting
to cross the United States–Mexican border
and become implicated in enacting violence
on other migrants on the border. By apply-
ing the concept of bureaucratic violence
to experiences of forced displacement, we
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also draw attention to encounters where
state authorities and other large-scale yet
non-state organizations, such as United Na-
tions agencies and NGOs, exert bureaucratic
control, engendering struggle, harm, and
(sometimes physical) violence. Processes of
decision-making, paperwork, meetings, and
mass/social media discourses, as well as the
inaction of state officials at times, are ex-
amples of the bureaucratic enactment of
violence that diminish refugees’ possibilities
to live a dignified life (Eldridge & Reinke,
2018; Norberg, 2022). However, while inac-
tion can play a significant role in many cases,
bureaucratic violence is far from accidental,
as we show in the next two sections.

EXPERIENCES OF BUREAUCRATIC
VIOLENCE

The pace and complexity of the bureaucratic
processes we just mentioned exacerbate
stress and anxiety, contribute to perpetual
states of recovery, and compound feelings
of loss, uncertainty, and helplessness. Bu-
reaucratic violence engenders harm and cru-
elty in the everyday lives of recipients, even
when the acts of violence themselves are not
physical. Such violence is in line with various
understandings of the role of bureaucracy
in society. Weber (1921/1981) discussed the
rationality of awell-functioning bureaucracy,
which can promote the efficient administra-
tive organization of societies, even though
he also dreaded the expansion of bureau-
cratic structures, with the risk of develop-
ing into the constraints of the “iron cage”
mentioned above. Since bureaucrats need
to guarantee the equal treatment of all
citizens—at least in theory and according
to the formal regulations of contemporary
nation-states—they have to strictly follow
rules based on a certain version of rationality.
In the different case studies presented in
this special issue, most bureaucratic actors

seemingly reflect Weber’s ideal type of bu-
reaucratic institutions as they followa certain
version of rationality and rely on rules and
regulations to carry out their work. At the
same time, bureaucracy’s references to ratio-
nality and efficiency often seem intentionally
vague or even nonsensical (Graeber, 2015,
p. 41), leading to a more violent reality than
Weber theorized. Formalized rules and the
resulting bureaucratic practices also leave
little room for individualization and com-
passion, as Weber noted. Although there is
indeed research that discusses bureaucratic
work as negotiable and morally challenging
(Bernstein & Mertz, 2011; Weiss & Gren,
2021), many social scientists have discussed
the inherent ambiguity of bureaucracy and
its capacity to harm its clients, not least
through moral indifference (e.g., Bauman,
1989; du Gay, 2000, 2005; Eggebø, 2010;
Fassin, 2013; Graham, 2003; Herzfeld, 1992;
Huber & Munro, 2014; Kelly, 2012).
In the context of refugees’ lives and ex-

periences, the capacity of bureaucracies to
harm often starts with dividing the forcibly
displaced into groups of deserving and un-
deserving clients (see Holmes & Castañeda,
2016). As shown in the Swedish context,
observed by Elsrud (this issue), ill-intended
civil servants do not intend to promote equal
treatment; to the contrary, their rational-
ity is to intentionally create divisions and
injustice between different categories of
people. National bureaucracies always differ-
entiate between citizens and noncitizens (or
“nationals” and “foreigners”) even though
they might attempt to treat their respective
minorities and migrant communities in fair
and nonviolent ways.
In addition to the labelling of refugees, bu-

reaucracies are often invested in producing
knowledges and truths about the forcibly
displaced in order to better govern them.
The resulting forms of governance inten-
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tionally trap refugees within the very bu-
reaucratic structures ensuring control. In
this special issue, the different case studies
illustrate that such bureaucratic imaginings
and reimaginings often produce experiences
of violence in the lives of refugees. In a case
study of the Swedish migration bureaucracy,
Lundberg (this issue) demonstrates the in-
tricate ways bureaucratic evaluations and
decision-making are produced and how they
result in trapping stateless Palestinians in a
state of limbo, where they are unable to gain
the right to stay in Sweden or return to their
homeland. In another case study, Bejan and
Glynn (2024) show that evaluations made
during the COVID-19 pandemic had drastic
effects on refugee groups in Greece, where
they were denied access to services and their
ability to exercise daily routine activities
was limited. While both examples illustrate
ways a state can exercise governance and
control over an unwanted population, they
also demonstrate that such effective form of
discipline takes place through entrapment
within a bureaucratic structure that is seem-
ingly justified by rules and guidelines.
Entrapmentwithin bureaucratic structures

threatens individual freedoms as much as so-
cietal democratic structures. In On Violence,
Arendt (1970) describes the expansion of bu-
reaucracy in public life:

“In a fully developed bureaucracy there is nobody

left with whom one could argue, to whom one

could present grievances, on whom the pressures

of power could be exerted. … We have a tyranny

without a tyrant” (p. 81).

That form of tyranny is one that commits
acts of violence without a specific actor to
take responsibility for these acts. To Arendt,
violence is not necessarily physical but mostly
manifests itself in the refusal of rights and
freedoms, especially the right to appeal and
resist the injustices of dominant structures.
The different case studies presented in this is-

sue all demonstrate tyrannywithout a tyrant,
as street-level bureaucrats and policy-makers
often resort to existing laws, policies, or even
discourses that absolve them from consider-
ing the harmful effects of their actions on the
lives and well-being of the forcibly displaced.
The forcibly displaced, having once lost the
right to have rights (Arendt, 1951/1976)
as they no longer belonged to a state that
would grant them their human rights, be-
come an easy target for the bureaucracies of
many of the receiving governments, which
continue denying rights without taking re-
sponsibility for such denials.
While violence tends to be considered an

unintended consequence of bureaucratiza-
tion (see, e.g., Gupta, 2012; Mathur, 2015),
it is our contention that the capacity to
harm unwanted migrants is often an in-
tended consequence of the bureaucratic
structure (see, e.g., Giansanti et al., 2022).
Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004, p. 5)
write that frequently, violent acts are not
socially condemned but rather acceptable,
supported, and understood as a right or
duty. Most violence is seen as being in the
service of conventional social, economic, and
political norms. “Everyday violence encom-
passes the implicit, legitimate, and routinized
formsof violence inherent in particular social,
economic, and political formations,” argue
Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (p. 21). As
such, the authors call for an understanding
of violence as encompassing all controlling
processes that assault basic human free-
doms and individual or collective survival.
What they call “peacetime crimes” exemplify
such processes. The legalized violence of
American border raids on people perceived
as illegal aliens makes a certain kind of
domestic peace possible while the simulta-
neously devaluing certain human lives (see
also Lins França & Ribeiro, this issue). In a
similar way, Swedish migration bureaucrats
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can keep stateless but “failed” Palestinian
asylum seekers in a legal limbo with very few
rights over the span of many years, despite
it being clearly impossible to deport them,
exemplifying the desire to maintain societal
harmony at the expense of other people’s
lives (Lundberg, this issue). Similarly, Bejan
and Glynn (2024) show that to protect the
health and safety of the Greek population
during the COVID-19 pandemic, authorities
were justified in curtailing the rights and
freedoms of asylum seekers and even disre-
garding their needs for health and safety.
Much of the violence described and ana-

lyzed in this special issue seems to be com-
mitted with the purpose of establishing
“internal stability” and ensuring the ability of
the state bureaucracy to serve its legitimate
(or “natural”) members—that is, legal, native
and/or non-racialized citizens. The case stud-
ies from Sweden and Greece demonstrate
the ways the desire to maintain order and
stability, or the national order of things
(Malkki, 1995); all lead to the normalization
of violence in the encounter with refugees.
As Foucault (2003) explained, in order to
defend society, the state acts preventively
to protect the biological well-being of its
“natural” citizens and therefore must “kill”
the national other: “If you want to live, the
other must die” (p. 255). Such killing of the
other, however, is notperceived tobemurder
but is justified for the sake of national secu-
rity. This form of biopower relies on a binary
categorization between “us” (“legitimate
citizens”) and “them” (“illegal immigrants,”
“unqualified refugees,” or “bogus asylum
seekers”); “they” are considered expendable
and not worthy of living. A well-known
example of such othering processes that ren-
der certain life expendable is the European
Union’s external bordering, which results in
thousands of deaths when migrants cross
the Mediterranean to be allowed to file an

asylum application in Europe, as Bejan and
Glynn (2024) demonstrate. For refugees who
survive the perilous crossing but are then
forced to wait in facilities like the infamous
Moria camp on the Greek island of Lesbos,
biopower employs violence to decide who
can live and who is left to die (Joormann,
2015). As part of the workings of biopower,
bureaucracies are in charge of protecting
the “us” from “them” and therefore can
justifiably expose the other to violence and,
in certain cases, death.

WHAT IS BUREAUCRATIC VIOLENCE?
TOWARDS A FRAMEWORK

The concept of bureaucratic violence that
we use in this special issue has its roots in
post-colonial studies. Historically as well as
in present colonial contexts, bureaucratic
violence has been used to discipline or even
eradicate colonized people and their cul-
tures (e.g., Fanon, 2008, 1970/2014; see
also Dwyer & Nettelbeck, 2018; Lewis &
Mills, 2003). Based on work with Native
Americans, the psychologist Duran (2006)
discussed “colonial bureaucratic violence” as
the variousmeans throughwhich institutions
alienate, isolate, and oppress Native people.
The purpose of colonialism and bureaucracy
(on which colonialism depends) is to control
all aspects of human life, as has become
clear in the bureaucratization of schools,
hospitals, municipalities, and social services.
For example,Mitchell (1991) showed that the
colonization of Egypt relied on large bureau-
cracies that institutionalized order, made the
colonized comprehensible to colonial power,
and maintained control over colonized bod-
ies. In the process, institutions also ignore
and renounce the significance of Indigenous
cultures (see also the notions of epistemic
violence in Spivak, 1990; and orientalism
in Said, 1978). Immigration bureaucracies’
claims to being neutral, effective, rule-based,
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and formal also lead to alienation, seclusion,
and subjugation of the forcibly displaced
(see, e.g., Evans, 1997).
Bureaucratic violence in its colonial and

post-colonial forms often claim that the
aim is to enlighten and help those subjects
they pretend to serve. While colonial powers
claimed to enlighten and help their colonial
subjects by bringing them education, reli-
gion, and new social norms, post-colonial bu-
reaucracies promise refugees resettlement,
integration, and rights. Though we do not
compare these two types of violence (colo-
nial and post-colonial) as similar manifesta-
tions of power, we hold that the two types
of bureaucratic violence operate through
similar mechanisms. The tension between
helping and controlling is exemplified by
Lins França and Ribeiro (this issue) focusing
on LGBTQI+ refugees in Spain and Brazil.
Narratives about sexual orientation ensure
asylum become a collective work involving
not only the refugees but also humanitarian
agents and psychologists. The gay men in
Lins França and Ribeiro’s study were advised
by their helpers to underline their sexual
orientation inways that theywere not totally
comfortable with to adjust to the framework
ofmigration laws. As Fassin (2015) concluded
about the contemporary French state and its
street-level bureaucrats, they “represent a
dual dimension of order and benevolence, of
coercion and integration” (p. 2). The concur-
rent benevolence and coercion described by
Fassin can be traced in the colonial violence
described above by Duran. The results, as the
articles in this special issue show, are dehu-
manization and disregard of people’s lives,
replicating some characteristics of colonial
violence.
In European, North American, and other

Global North settings today, racialized refu-
gees and other migrants are often fused
with the colonial other of historical times

(Espiritu et al., 2022). In addition, one of
the consequences of post-colonialism is that
many colonized and racialized subjects mi-
grate to previous colonial states and their
metropoles. Racial imaginations also shape
who is considered to belong to the nation
and, indirectly, who is considered worthy of
assistance from authorities and other insti-
tutions (see, e.g., Fox, 2012). In her analysis
of the governmentality of control and exclu-
sion as practised by modern nation-states,
Sharma (2020) stressed the racist founda-
tions of the nation-state in its colonial and
post-colonial manifestations. The racist logic
of nation-states implies that hierarchical
exclusion of migrants and refugees is cen-
tral to the understandings and practices of
sovereignty. In line with Sharma’s argument,
the bureaucracies in some of the case studies
in this special issue, such as the post-colonial
bureaucracy of Brazil, have inherited traits
from former colonial powers.Many countries
in the Global South do not see immigrant
integration as a desirable outcome of mobil-
ity within or from their borders (Abdelhady
& Aly, 2022). While states in the Global
South enact policies that sometimes create
tconditions of precarity, they simultaneously
prohibit the integration of immigrants by
enforcing temporality and denying access to
rights. As such, our analysis of bureaucratic
violence is not confined to the Global North
but to the very structure of the nation-state
and its tools of governance.
The violence of bureaucratization also

depends on “a near-total inequality of power
between the bureaucratic structure and indi-
viduals” (Graeber, 2015, pp. 59–60).Whenwe
interact with bureaucracy, we are normally
aware that the relationship is unequal; we
are at the whim of the bureaucrats. These
power imbalances are even more acutely
experienced by poor or marginal communi-
ties, constantly being exposed to surveillance,
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monitoring, and auditing (Graeber, 2015).
The global power imbalances that reflect the
colonial past and much of present-day inter-
national and domestic politics (and conflicts)
are experienced by the forcibly displaced in
their everyday interactionswith bureaucratic
structures.
The inequality of power that is integral to

bureaucratic violence is also reflected in the
added work for those at the receiving end,
or the clients of a particular bureaucracy.
People who are subjected to the whims of
bureaucracies find themselves doing the intri-
cate work of imagination or “interpretative
work” when trying to understand or predict
the acts of the dominant party. Bureaucratic
structures, and by extension their bureau-
crats, donot need to engage in interpretative
work—to try to communicate their ratio-
nales and processes to the objects of their
action—and this can in itself be understood
as a type of violence (see Galtung, 1990).
Despite the irrational facets of bureaucracy
discussed above, given the power imbalance,
those who occupy the weaker position are
left with the job of interpreting and uncov-
ering the ways bureaucracies can be rational.
For instance, when an asylum seeker receives
a letter in a language they donot understand
(e.g., Swedish, as in two of the articles in this
issue), they are charged with the literal task
of interpretation, since rationally, following
the logic of thebureaucracy, the letter should
be in Swedish (see Lundberg, this issue). The
power imbalance between bureaucrats and
asylum seekers without Swedish-language
skills burdens the individuals or families in
the subordinated position with the added
responsibility of deciphering the rationality
of the bureaucracy. It is always assumed that
such rationality must exist somewhere but
needs to be uncovered. Several articles in this
special issue bring up examples of situations
that are not visibly violent—for instance,writ-

ing a decision to reject an asylum application,
asking people to wait in line, or requesting
people to provide documents that are impos-
sible to get hold of. Yet they provide striking
examples of bureaucratic violence as they
demonstrate the onus of interpretative work
on behalf of the bureaucracy and the lack of
openness and debate.
In egalitarian relationships, discretionary

power would bring about discussion, justifi-
cation, and negotiation, but none of these
is deemed necessary in many bureaucratic
settings (Graeber, 2015). Hence, in such set-
tings that lack deliberation, bureaucratic
violence is generated by a lack of openness
and debate. A consequence of the inequality
produced within bureaucracies and lack of
grievance mechanisms is intentional harm
and cruelty embedded within the bureau-
cratic structures themselves. In the study
of Afghan refugees in Sweden (Elsrud, this
issue), migration officers are found to be
involved in “acts of cruelty” during their
work, which puts into question the assump-
tion that they can be morally indifferent
when they seem to personally take a stance
against a specific asylum seeker. Forcing
people into situations of legal liminality
while knowing the consequences of these
actions (Lundberg, this issue) also cannot
be understood as trained indifference but
rather as an intentional form of action. In
short, these contributions to this special
issue reflect the earlier central point that
bureaucracy is at times intentional in its
relationship to violence.

THIS SPECIAL ISSUE

Collectively, the articles in this issue investi-
gate new manners of understanding both
forced migration and bureaucratic violence
in diverse political and cultural contexts.
Martinez’s (this issue) article demonstrates
the interconnectedness of different types
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and acts of violence. Martinez (this issue)
brings up examples of actors beyond the
state and what we would normally consider
bureaucrats who are involved in the bu-
reaucratic violence against migrants at the
United States–Mexican border. This article
also clearly demonstrates how seemingly
nonviolent acts, likemaking someonewait in
a Mexican border city, can still be connected
to physical and psychological injuries and
death.
As Arendt (1976) underlined, stateless

people are often subjected to extreme vi-
olence and remain unprotected since they
do not have a state that can provide them
with (access to) rights. This is discussed and
problematized in Lundberg’s (this issue) ar-
ticle on stateless Palestinians in extended
limbo in Sweden. Here as in so many other
empirical cases, power imbalance is a key
feature of bureaucratic violence. Moreover,
the weak, and in this case stateless, asylum
seekers, are left to do the interpretive work
to understand bureaucratic procedures and
the decision-making of those in power. Case
workers with power to decide on their cases
can remain indifferent. The bureaucratic
thinking (regardless of the bureaucrats’ per-
sonal convictions) comes out as immoral and
seems intent on keeping people out despite
the seeming impossibility of deportation
(Lundberg, this issue).
The connections between bureaucratic

violence and bordering mechanisms are em-
phasized in several articles. In Lins França
& Ribeiro’s article, the connection between
bureaucratic violence and borders is clearly
exemplified by the in-between spaces of
airports and border cities where migrants
gather and wait. The narratives of inclu-
sion/exclusion within asylum processes force
some refugees to enact performances of
sexual identity that are deemed credible by
the bureaucracy.

Tiny acts of bureaucratic violence are dis-
cussed by Elsrud (2023) and concern many
different areas in people’s everyday lives. Not
giving Afghani refugees access to housing,
health care, or even leisure activities, such
as playing football, hinder, in delicate ways,
them from having a life. Within the Swedish
migration system, the discretionary power
of individuals has the effect of discouraging
people and making them lose hope. Also,
in the article by Bejan and Glynn, tiny acts
of bureaucratic violence during COVID-19,
such as imposing a fine on bathers on a
beach for not wearing a mask or curtailing
the ability of service providers from helping
refugees, work to ensure the exclusion and
disempowerment of refugees.
Research on, with, and/or among forcibly

displaced people is often entangled with
many ethical dilemmas, and research on the
violent experiences of refugees is even more
so. As researchers producing knowledge
about violence experienced by the forcibly
displaced, it is important that we address
these issues and discuss the difficulties en-
countered in conducting research. All schol-
ars who contributed to this special issue have
been in their research fields for a long time,
allowing them to observe and elicit narra-
tives in ways that are not complicit with the
violence that they criticize in their analyses.
A close knowledge of their interlocutors and
an interest in understanding the complex
aspects of the diverse life histories of forcibly
displaced people, involving the eliciting of
consent over time and in repeated and infor-
mal ways, give researchers the potential to
undermine some of the power dynamics that
are often hard to escape in the research pro-
cess. More importantly, long-term engage-
ment in the field, and the various informal
interactions such engagement brings about,
allows researchers to tap into narratives
and experiences that may only surface over
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time and that demonstrate the violence in
many bureaucratic interactions that may not
appear explicitly violent.
Provoked by witnessing bureaucratic vio-

lence, the researchers who contributed to
this volume frequently engage in activism
or voluntary work. Such engagements are
also ways to gain access to people who may
find it difficult to trust outsiders due to their
own vulnerable positions. However, when
working closely with activists, humanitarian
workers, and aid organizations, we risk be-
ing less critical of these gatekeepers. Being
identified by interlocutors as a humanitarian
worker, not a researcher, is also a frequent
and sometimes unavoidable concern. Can
our research projects actually help anyone
beyond raising awareness of their plights?
Although these are important issues, this is
not the focus of this special issue. It is, how-
ever, our hope that our writings will inspire
others to further discuss similar theoretical
and ethical concerns.
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