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Abstract

This thesis examines how residents in the Return Centre Avnstrup are deprived of agency by
the Danish state. Adopting a qualitative case study approach based on secondary data, it
combines Carol Bacchi’s (2009) What's the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR) framework
with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Thematic Analysis to investigate how migration governance

operates not only through legal frameworks, but through the organization of everyday life.

Drawing on Foucault, the thesis demonstrates how control operates through the regulation of
bodies, movement, time, and everyday routines (Foucault, 1978, p.137). Although Avnstrup
reproduces several features associated with Goffman’s (1961) concept of total institutions, the
analysis argues that it cannot be fully understood as a classical total institution, nor can

residents’ experiences be reduced to civil death alone.

The findings show that agency is systematically eroded across four interconnected domains:
movement, futurity, material conditions, and access to healthcare. Building on these insights, |
introduce the concept of agency death to capture the cumulative effects of these processes.
Agency death refers to a condition in which individuals remain biologically alive while
progressively losing the practical capacity to act meaningfully in everyday life. Deportation
governance thus shifts from direct expulsion toward indirect forms of coercion, rendering life
increasingly unlivable as a means of compelling “departure.” In this way, the thesis contributes
to critical debates on deportation, confinement, and migration governance by demonstrating

how the erosion of agency functions as a central form of governance in Avnstrup.

Keywords: migration governance; deportation regimes; non-removable migrants;

confinement; total institutions; agency; Return Centre Avnstrup.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis explores how residents in the Return Centre Avnstrup are deprived of agency by
the Danish state. In line with critical migration scholarship, this study deliberately places terms
such as “departure” and “voluntary return” in quotation marks and adopts the concept of “self-
deportation.” These choices reflect a central argument of the thesis: that so-called voluntary
return processes are shaped by structural constraints rather than free choice. As will be shown
throughout the thesis, residents are encouraged to “choose” to leave under conditions of
restriction, deprivation, and uncertainty that fundamentally undermine the possibility of
genuine voluntariness.

To explore this, the thesis is structured across ten chapters. Chapter 2 presents the literature
review, situating deportation within broader theoretical debates and tracing its development in
the European Union and Denmark. It introduces Avnstrup as a key empirical case and identifies
a research gap.

Chapter 3 develops the theoretical framework, engaging with concepts of agency (Ortner;
Mahmood), power and governance (Foucault, de Certeau, Das), and forms of death, including
slow death (Povinelli), living death (Agamben), and civil death (Goffman). It also examines
confinement through the lens of total institutions and material confinement, providing the
conceptual foundation for the analysis.

Chapter 4 outlines the methodological framework, explaining the qualitative case study design,
the use of secondary data, and the analytical methods employed, including Bacchi’s What’s the
Problem Represented to Be? (WPR) approach and Thematic Analysis. It also reflects on
positionality, limitations, and ethical considerations.

Chapter 5 establishes the contextual and legal framework, focusing on non-removable migrants
in Denmark. It analyses the principle of non-refoulement and the legal and practical constraints
that limit deportation, while examining how the “problem” of non-refoulement is constructed
and governed.

Chapters 6 to 9 form the empirical core of the thesis, examining how agency is systematically
eroded across different domains of life in Avnstrup. Chapter 6 analyses the deprivation of
control of movement, focusing on spatial isolation, administrative surveillance, driving bans,
and forced mobility. Chapter 7 examines the deprivation of futurity through indeterminate

temporariness, restrictions on education, and psychological deterioration. Chapter 8 explores



material confinement, showing how restrictions on employment, food, housing, and everyday
consumption produce dependency, insecurity, and the erosion of parental roles. Chapter 9
focuses on the deprivation of health access, demonstrating how institutional dependency, loss
of parental agency, and inadequate care contribute to conditions of slow deterioration and
preventable harm.

Finally, Chapter 10 synthesizes the findings and develops the central argument of the thesis. I
ultimately introduce the concept of “agency death” to capture the cumulative effect of these
processes. Agency is understood as the practical capacity to act in everyday life—such as
moving freely, making decisions, planning for the future, and sustaining social roles. Agency
death refers to a condition in which individuals remain biologically alive but are systematically
deprived of these capacities, resulting in a form of existence where life can no longer be

meaningfully acted upon.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter presents the state of the art on deportation. It explores how deportation is
implemented within the European Union, followed by a closer analysis of the Danish case. The
chapter also introduces Avnstrup as a relevant case study within this framework. Finally, it
identifies existing gaps in the literature in order to position and clarify the specific contribution

of this research.

Deportation in the European Union

Within the European context, deportation has increasingly been reframed through the language
of return, particularly “voluntary return”, which has become a central pillar of EU migration
policy. The 2008 Return Directive established a common legal framework for removing
“illegally staying third-country nationals” (Lindberg, 2022, p. 7), standardizing procedures
across member states and reinforcing deportation as a core form of migration governance
(Lindberg, 2022, p. 7). At the same time, EU institutions explicitly position return as a key
policy objective, stating that “return and readmission are essential elements of a comprehensive

approach to migration” (European Commission, 2024, para. 1). Together, these frameworks



institutionalize return as a legal and administrative category embedded within a broader system
of migration control.

Scholarly debates further show that this emphasis on return is closely linked to broader
strategies of deterrence. The so-called “deportation turn” (Gibney, 2008, p. 146, as cited in
Lindberg, 2022, p. 7) reflects the expansion and normalization of deportation infrastructures,
including detention systems, surveillance mechanisms, and readmission agreements. However,
deportation remains difficult to implement in practice, resulting in a persistent gap between
deportation decisions and actual deportations (Lindberg, 2022, p. 7). This gap creates the
conditions under which alternative mechanisms—such as "voluntary return"—gain
prominence as tools of migration governance.

Furthermore, academic literature has shown that the term return functions not only
descriptively but also discursively. Policies such as Assisted Voluntary Return and
Reintegration (AVRR) are central to this framework. AVRR programs are designed to facilitate
migrants’ “departure” through financial incentives, counselling, and reintegration support
rather than direct coercion. They are often presented as more humane and cooperative
alternatives to deportation. As Junuzi argues, such policies redefine the governance of
expulsion by framing it as “voluntary” and mutually beneficial, even when structural pressures
limit migrants’ choices (Junuzi, 2026, pp. 10-12).

Studies show that migrants are frequently encouraged to “choose departure” under constrained
conditions, where access to work, welfare, and social participation is restricted. In this sense,
return processes operate within a neoliberal logic, relying on persuasion, psychosocial support,
and economic incentives to encourage migrants to cooperate with their own deportation. The
objective is to render expulsion more efficient, less visible, and less politically contentious for
receiving states (Junuzi, 2026, pp. 12-15).

However, a substantial body of critical scholarship challenges this framing. The concept of
“soft deportation”, introduced by Kalir, argues that assisted return programs do not constitute
a genuine alternative to deportations, but rather a transformation of it. According to Kalir, the
language of voluntariness serves to depoliticize and legitimize the inherently coercive nature
of expulsion, masking it through humanitarian rhetoric (Kalir, 2017, p. 66).

The central critique concerns the illusion of voluntariness. Kalir argues that it is problematic to
speak of "voluntary return" when migrants lack a genuine option to remain. Under restrictive
migration regimes, individuals often face a stark choice between return and conditions such as
detention, destitution, or legal exclusion (Kalir, 2017. p.61). Therefore, such decisions are

shaped by structural pressures rather than free will.



Scholars have also examined the techniques of persuasion embedded in AVRR programs.
Cleton and Chauvin describe these practices as “ritualized performances” that construct an
appearance of consent while reinforcing the state’s authority to expel (Cleton & Chauvin, 2020,
p. 309). Through individualized plans, and financial assistance, migrants are encouraged to
perceive return as a rational and autonomous choice (Cleton & Chauvin, 2020, p. 304). These
mechanisms function as forms of “soft power” (Nye, 2004), shaping subjectivity and aligning
individual decision-making with state objectives.

More broadly, migration discourse research shows that language plays a crucial role in shaping
how migrants are understood and governed. Rheindorf argue that policy and political narratives
frequently frame migrants as objects of management, aligning terminology with state interests
and governance strategies (Rheindorf et al, 2025, p. 2).

Across this literature, there is broad agreement that EU migration governance operates not only
through law and policy but also through hardship, waiting, and deterrence embedded in
everyday living conditions. As a result, studies on "voluntary return" policies demonstrate that
migrants are encouraged to “choose departure” under restricted conditions of access to work,

welfare, and social participation (Khosravi, 2010, p. 96).

Deportation in Denmark

In Denmark, the concept of return is similarly embedded in migration governance, both at the
institutional and linguistic level. As in the broader EU framework, authorities use the term
return to describe the process through which individuals without legal residence are expected
to leave the country (Ny i Danmark, n.d., para. 1). This is reflected in the official translation of
Udrejsecenter as Return Centre (Ny i Danmark, n.d). While udrejse suggests a relatively neutral
administrative act of leaving, refurn introduces a normative framework that presupposes a
rightful place elsewhere and reinforces the expectation of deportation as it was previously
discussed. When situated within the broader EU context—marked by the deportation turn,
AVRR policies, and critiques of soft deportation—this terminology reveals how migration
governance is not only enacted through laws and policies, but also through language that shapes
perceptions of coercion, voluntariness, and belonging.

In addition, deportation regimes have been widely studied as part of a broader shift toward
restrictive migration policies and deterrence-based governance in Denmark. Research on
camps demonstrates their function as tools for encouraging “departure”. As Whyte argues, the

Danish state attempts to make the camps appear as “unattractive as possible”(Whyte et al.,2020,



p.143). This dynamic is also reflected in studies conducted in Sandholm (Schwarz, et al, 2009),
Sjeelsmark (Muzzo, et al.,2020) and Karshovedgard (Nielsen, et al., 2019).

Moreover, scholarship shows that Danish migration policies construct migrants as problems to
be managed. Across studies, migrants are represented as economic, cultural, and security
threats, legitimizing exclusionary policies (Raasthgj, 2018; Kashani, 2021).

Similarly, asylum legislation frames migration as a problem of excessive numbers and loss of
control, justifying deterrence strategies such as externalization and return-oriented policies
(Lezanski-Larsen, 2022, pp.30-31). More recent research highlights a shift from integration to
repatriation, where migrants are constructed as less deserving and subject to structural
exclusion, particularly along racial and religious lines (Holst et al., 2024, p.16). At the same
time, externalization discourses reveal tensions between humanitarian and securitized
framings, portraying migrants simultaneously as victims and threats (Cederholm, 2023).
Within this broader context, Avnstrup emerges as a key empirical site through which these
dynamics can be examined in practice. Overall, this body of work provides valuable insights
into specific dimensions of Avnstrup but remains fragmented, lacking a fully integrated

perspective.

Concluding Remarks: Research Gap and Contribution

As the literature review has shown, deportation does not operate solely through physical
deportation, but also through mechanisms such as hardship, waiting, spatial exclusion, and
restrictive living conditions. These dynamics have been widely documented across migration
studies. However, an important gap remains. While existing research identifies these
conditions, less attention has been paid on how residents in Avnstrup are deprived of agency
by the Danish state. In particular, there is a lack of conceptualization of how everyday life is
systematically arranged to progressively undermine decision-making, future planning, and
meaningful action; as a governance strategy aimed at shaping migrants’ capacity to act.

This thesis shifts the analytical focus towards agency and argues that deportation regimes do
not merely constrain migrants, but actively produce conditions that erode their ability to act. In
doing so, the study reframes commonly identified processes—such as waiting, hardship, and
marginalization—as components of a broader mechanism: the administrative and everyday
erosion of agency as a form of migration governance. Within this perspective, the weakening
of'agency can also be understood in relation to the literature on soft deportation, where coercion

operates indirectly through structurally engineered constraints rather than overt force.



By examining the case of Avnstrup, this thesis demonstrates how the lack of agency in
movement, time, material conditions, and access to healthcare function together as a form of
governance that systematically reduces migrants’ autonomy. In this sense, Avnstrup can be
understood as a specific form of migration control that operates through the production of
constrained and deteriorating everyday conditions. This process reflects a form of
administratively managed erosion, in which individuals’ capacity to live, act, and plan is

progressively diminished, ultimately shaping deportation.

Chapter 3. Theoretical Framework

Introduction

This theoretical framework brings together a set of critical concepts and authors to analyse how
residents in Avnstrup are deprived of agency by the Danish state. It draws on theories of agency
(Ortner; Mahmood), power and governance (Foucault), and everyday life as a site of power (de
Certeau; Das). It further engages with concepts of slow death (Povinelli) and living death
(Agamben), as well as classical theories of total institutions and civil death developed by

Erving Goffman; complemented by Andrew Jefferson’s analysis of material confinement.

Agency

This thesis approaches agency as the practical capacity to act in everyday life: the ability to
move freely, make decisions, plan for the future, care for one’s body, and sustain socially
meaningful roles. On the contrary, agency is not understood here as heroic resistance or
sovereign autonomy.

Sherry Ortner defines agency as the capacity of social actors to interpret, organize, and respond
to the conditions in which they live, stressing that agency is always exercised within—and
shaped by—relations of power (Ortner, 2016, pp. 156-159). Importantly, agency is not limited
to moments of explicit opposition; it operates continuously through mundane practices and
everyday orientations. Similarly, Saba Mahmood argues against liberal frameworks that equate
agency exclusively with resistance or emancipation. Instead, she conceptualizes agency as a
capacity that is “enabled and created by specific relations of subordination” (Mahmood, 2011,
p- 29). Agency does not vanish under constraint; rather, it is configured through particular

social and institutional arrangements.
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Guided by these insights, this thesis understands agency as the capacity to live a life that can

be acted upon.

Power and Governance

This section establishes the understanding of power and governance that underpins the analysis

of Avnstrup, drawing primarily on Michel Foucault, Michel de Certeau, and Veena Das.

Power

This thesis draws on theories of power that understand governance as productive rather than
solely repressive. Power does not operate only by violence, prohibiting or punishing; it actively
produces and organises forms of life.

In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault shifts the focus from analysing the apparatuses of
power—such as visible, centralized, expansionist, repressive, and legal institutions—and
instead examines the mechanisms (dispositifs) through which power operates. He highlights
how these subtle, often invisible techniques have quietly reorganized the functioning of power.
In particular, he emphasizes the role of “miniscule” technical procedures that act on details and
reconfigure discursive spaces, transforming them into instruments of generalized discipline
through surveillance. (Foucault, 1975, as cited in de Certeau, 1984, p. xiv)

Foucault argues that modern power works by producing reality, organizing bodies, behaviours,
and spaces rather than merely suppressing them. Modern regimes of power aim not necessarily
at killing, but at managing life—at sustaining biological existence while regulating how life
may be lived (Foucault, 1978, p.137). Foucault famously characterizes this logic as the power
to “foster life or disallow it to the point of death” (Foucault, 1978, p. 138), meaning that life
can be preserved while simultaneously exposed to conditions of deterioration and exhaustion.
Violence, in this framework, does not require spectacular acts; it may take the form of
administrative organization that renders life increasingly unlivable (Foucault, 1978,p.139).
Within this perspective, the Danish state does not simply restrict or abandon residents of
Avnstrup. Rather, it actively produces conditions under which people are kept alive while being

deprived of the capacity to act, plan, or sustain themselves as social adults.

Governance
Crucially, governance is enacted not only through laws or exceptional measures, but through
the organization of everyday life. This insight is essential to avoid interpreting Avnstrup merely

as a site of poor conditions or humanitarian failure.
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Michel de Certeau conceptualizes everyday practices as the very terrain where power is
exercised and negotiated (de Certeau, 1984, p.ix). These practices are not trivial; they are the
infrastructure of social existence. When everyday practices are systematically regulated or
removed, life itself becomes unmanageable.

De Certeau differentiates between strategies and tactics as two distinct modes through which
space and power are organized and negotiated. Strategies belong to institutions and authorities
and operate by producing orderly, clearly defined spaces designed to regulate and manage
users. On the other hand, tactics are employed by individuals who lack structural power and
consist of improvised, temporary, and often subtle practices through which people navigate,
adapt to imposed arrangements. Rather than openly challenging institutional control, tactical
practices enable individuals to “make do” within existing constraints, momentarily bending
dominant structures to their own purposes (de Certeau, 1984, p.29-37). In Avnstrup, strategies
are employed by the Danish state, while tactics by residents.

Veena Das similarly shows how state power often operates through what she calls the “descent
into the ordinary,” as bureaucratic regulations penetrate intimate domains of life such as health,
care, and routine. Governance thus becomes embedded in mundane arrangements rather than
spectacular acts. Therefore, everyday life becomes a political space where governance is
enacted continuously and quietly (Das, 2007, p.77-78).

This thesis applies this perspective to analyse Avnstrup as a site where governance operates
precisely through the control of movement, reporting requirements, temporal uncertainty, food
regimes, and limited access to healthcare. These are not marginal details, but central

mechanisms through which agency is systematically destroyed.

Forms of Death

This section brings together three conceptualizations of death that are central to this thesis:
slow death (Povinelli), living death (Agamben), and civil death (Goffman). While analytically
distinct, these concepts share a common concern with conditions in which life is sustained
while its livability is systematically undermined. Together, they provide the theoretical
foundation for understanding how forms of governance can erode not only biological life, but

also agency, subjectivity, and social existence.
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Slow Death

Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s concept of slow death is central for understanding how life can be
worn down without direct killing. Slow death refers to the ongoing, chronic, and ordinary
attrition of life under conditions that normalize suffering and exhaustion rather than exceptional
violence. This produces a “form of abjection, despair, impoverishment, and boredom ... [a]
kind of dispersed suffering” (Povinelli, 2011, p. 11).

Slow death is not accidental or merely structural neglect. Povinelli shows that late liberal
governance increasingly manages populations through what she calls “economies of
abandonment,” in which people are kept alive under conditions that offer no possibility of
thriving, only perseverance. Life continues, but as endurance rather than becoming. The
author’s analysis highlights that individuals are subject to an “unequal distribution of life and
death, of hope and harm, and of endurance and exhaustion” (Povinelli, 2011, p. 10). “An
agentless slow death characterizes their mode of lethality. Quiet deaths. Slow deaths. Rotting
worlds. The everyday drifts toward death:.. one more sore; a bad cold, bad food; a small pain

in the chest” (Povinelli, 2011, pp. 23-24).

Living Death

The notion of living death has been used in social theory to capture situations in which
individuals remain biologically alive yet exist in a condition fundamentally stripped of
meaning, action, or futurity. Unlike biological death, living death names a state in which life is
sustained while what makes life livable—action, orientation, and social becoming—is
systematically eroded.

Giorgio Agamben’s analysis of the Muselmann in Nazi concentration camps provides the most
extreme formulation of living death. The Muselmann figures as a being who is neither fully
alive nor dead, but reduced to mere biological existence, a “walking corpse” (Agamben, 2008,
p-49) whose social, political, and subjective capacities have been annihilated (Agamben, 2008,
pp. 70-73). This figure represents the limit case of modern power: life reduced entirely to
survival, stripped of agency, language, and relation (Agamben, 2008, p.62-66).

It is important to highlight that while Avnstrup cannot—and should not—be equated with a
concentration camp, the concept of living death remains analytically useful beyond its original
historical context. What is crucial in Agamben’s formulation is not the specific violence of the
camp, but the condition of being kept alive while rendered incapable of acting or becoming.
Living death thus describes a condition in which life persists not as a lived project, but as mere

endurance.
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Civil Death

Civil death, as conceptualized by Erving Goffman, is a central effect of living in a confined
environment. For instance, in prisons “inmates may face not only a temporary loss of the rights
to will money and write checks, to contest divorce or adoption proceedings, and to vote but
may have some of these rights permanently abrogated” (Goffman, 1961, p.16). Therefore, civil
death refers to the legal aspects of this permanent dispossession, and as a result, to the symbolic
annihilation of prior social roles, identities, and statuses through institutionalization. This
process is not incidental, but structural: the institution needs to erode the ‘civil self” in order to
make obedience, adaptation, and the administrative management of large human groups
possible (Goffman, 1961, pp.13-20). Therefore, civil death can be understood as a central effect

of life in total institutions, which is explored in the following section.

Confinement

Confinement operates as a crucial way through which conditions associated with slow death,
living death, and civil death are produced and maintained. This section brings together
Goffman’s concept of total institutions and Jefferson’s notion of material confinement to
examine how control is exercised through both institutional structures and everyday material

conditions.

Total Institutions

Goffman’s concept of “total institutions” remains foundational for understanding confinement
and has been widely applied in sociological and anthropological research to prisons, psychiatric
hospitals, and—more recently—immigration detention and deportation centres. Although
Goffman did not study migration control in his classical work Asylums, his analytical
framework has proven influential for examining institutions that radically reorganize everyday
life under conditions of coercion.

Goffman defines total institutions as “a place of residence and work where a large number of
like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time,
together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life” (Goffman, 1961, p.xxi).

Total institutions can be classified into five categories based on their objectives. Some provide
care for individuals deemed incapable but harmless, such as homes for the elderly, blind,
indigent, or orphanages. Others manage individuals seen as incapable and unintentionally

dangerous, including mental hospitals and medical sanatoria. A third group aims to protect

14



society from perceived intentional threats, such as prisons and concentration camps. A fourth
category exists to organize work-oriented activities efficiently, as seen in army barracks,
boarding schools, and work camps. Finally, some institutions function as retreats from society,
often for religious training, including monasteries and convents. (Goffman, 1961, pp. 4-5).
A defining characteristic of such institutions is that “all aspects of life are conducted in the
same place and under the same single authority”’(Goffman, 1961, p. 6), in the case of Avnstrup:
the Danish Return Agency. As a consequence, there is a collapse of boundaries between work,
leisure, and private life. Daily activities are tightly scheduled, imposed from above, and
collectively organized, replacing individual autonomy with institutional routines (Goffman,
1961, p. 6).

As Goftman explains, admission into a total institution entails “the mortification of the self,” a
systematic process through which individuals are stripped of autonomy, identity, and control
over everyday activities (Goffman, 1961, pp.16-17). This modification begins with role
dispossession. In ordinary civil life, individuals sustain their identities through multiple social
roles—worker, parent, citizen, and community member. Entry into a total institution abruptly
interrupts these roles through separation from family, loss of social position, and exclusion
from work and public life. Goffman emphasizes that this rupture breaks the continuity between
past and present selves, transforming the individual from a socially embedded person into an
inmate defined exclusively by institutional membership (Goffman, 1961, pp. 14-15). This
rupture is reinforced through surveillance and enforced obedience, which are designed to
weaken the individual’s sense of self and produce dependence on institutional authority
(Goffman, 1961, p.17).

Mortification continues through the micro-management of everyday life. In total institutions,
even minor actions are subject to permission and regulation. Authority is diffuse and constant:
any staff member may discipline any inmate at any time. This produces infantilization, chronic
insecurity, and fear of arbitrary punishment (Goffman, 1961, pp.17-18). Over time, individuals
may internalize institutional discipline and lose confidence in their ability to act independently.
Goffman further highlights the privilege system as a key form of control. Compliance is
rewarded with minor privileges—extra food, limited freedoms, or small comforts—while
punishment often consists in the withdrawal of these privileges. Crucially, these are not genuine
benefits, but temporary restorations of rights that individuals would ordinarily possess outside
the institution (Goffman, 1961, pp. 48—54). Through this system, obedience is incentivized

while autonomy is systematically undermined.
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The psychological and social effects of prolonged confinement in total institutions are
profound. Goffman describes processes of disculturation, through which inmates lose skills
and dispositions necessary for life outside the institution, alongside a pervasive sense of wasted
or suspended time (Goffman, 1961, p.13). Also, he mentions that sometimes inmates suffer
“extremes of boredom” since they have “little work to do” (Goffman, 1961, p.10). As a result,
total institutions do not merely control bodies; they produce damaged selves.

Because of these dynamics, numerous academic analyses have applied Goffman’s work on
total institutions to deportation camps. These studies emphasize similarities such as regimented
daily schedules, constant surveillance, lack of privacy, and the erosion of autonomy. As Whyte
& Turner explains: “Camps...are easily seen as spaces of confinement, restriction and
carcerality. They bear resemblances to Erving Goffman’s total institutions, where inmates are
regulated in all aspects of life”(Whyte & Turner, 2022, p.2).

In this sense, Avnstrup was originally built as a tuberculosis hospital and therefore reflects
institutional logics that closely align with Goffman’s concept of total institutions, as hospitals
are among the institutions he explicitly identifies. It also reproduces many of its features, which
will be analysed throughout the following chapters. However, this thesis argues that Avnstrup
cannot be fully understood as a total institution, nor can civil death adequately capture the form

of power exercised here.

Material Confinement

Andrew Jefferson develops the concept of material confinement to describe how confinement
is experienced not only through spatial enclosure, but through everyday material deprivation
and insecurity. Confinement, in this sense, is not reducible to walls or physical immobilization,
but operates through the restriction of resources, and opportunities, producing lives marked by
dependency, uncertainty, and precarity rather than stability (Jefferson, 2014, p.44).

Jefferson emphasizes that material confinement is therefore not merely about where people are
located, but about what they are prevented from doing. The inability to work, manage money,
secure food independently, or plan daily life erodes the capacity to sustain oneself as a social
adult (Jefferson, 2014, p.54).

In his ethnographic analysis, Jefferson shows how material confinement is closely associated
with exorbitant poverty and enforced joblessness. Livelihoods are reduced to precarious and
informal economies, often centred on the circulation of second-hand goods, pre-made food for
immediate consumption, second-hand clothes, and basic household items or toiletries. In

contexts of prolonged deprivation, survival strategies may also include engagement in illicit
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economies such as drug trade (including cannabis) or sex work (Jefferson, 2014, p.54). These
practices are not expressions of choice or agency, but responses to conditions in which formal
means of subsistence are structurally unavailable.

Furthermore, insecurity constitutes a central feature of material confinement in at least two
interconnected senses. First, there is structural insecurity linked to housing and space. Jefferson
describes living environments characterized by leaking rooms, flooded alleys, and constant
uncertainty about eviction or displacement, as settlements are often illegal or informally
tolerated. Second, material confinement is marked by personal and social insecurity. Life under
such conditions is risky and, at times, overtly dangerous (Jefferson, 2014, pp.54-55).

This thesis draws on Jefferson’s work, but material confinement is not treated here as an
outcome of scarcity or humanitarian failure. Rather, it is understood as a deliberately sustained
condition that systematically undermines the capacity to act, contributing to a form of

governance that renders life unlivable without resorting to total enclosure.

Chapter 4: Methodological Framework

Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted in this thesis. It presents the
research design, data sources and data collection process, and the analytical methods employed,
including the What's the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR) framework and thematic analysis.
It also discusses the epistemological approach, as well as my positionality, reflexivity, and the

study’s limitations and ethical considerations.

Research Design

This study is exploratory and interpretive in nature, aiming to understand how residents in
Avnstrup are deprived of agency by the Danish state. The methodological approach is therefore
designed not only to describe empirical realities, but to explain how they function as part of a
broader system of governance.

Given that the research question seeks to understand how the restriction of agency operates
through everyday practices, institutional arrangements, and lived experiences, a qualitative

methodology is particularly well-suited. Rather than measuring variables, qualitative research
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enables an in-depth understanding of complex social processes and allows for the interpretation
of meanings, experiences, and power relations (Creswell, 2013, pp.43-44).

The thesis adopts a case study design focusing on Avnstrup as its central empirical site. A case
study approach is appropriate because it allows for an in-depth and context-specific analysis of
a bounded social setting, while simultaneously linking structural frameworks with everyday
experiences (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).

In addition, the choice of Avnstrup enables the examination of how migration governance is
implemented in practice, beyond formal policy frameworks. By focusing on a single case, the
thesis captures the interaction between legal constraints and lived experiences, thereby
providing a nuanced understanding of how agency is structured and dismantled in everyday
life.

Avnstrup is particularly relevant as it was promoted as an improved and more suitable
environment for families and children compared to other centres (Regeringen, 2019, para 6) .
Precisely because of this framing, it constitutes a critical case through which to examine the
gap between policy intentions and lived realities, revealing how ostensibly “protective
measures” may nonetheless reproduce conditions that constrain and undermine agency.

The analysis is guided by a set of theoretical perspectives that inform the interpretation of the
empirical material, based on secondary data. These include the theories and authors analysed
in the previous chapter, such as Foucault, de Certeau, Das, Povinelli, Agamben, Goffman; and

Jefferson.

Data Sources and Data Collection

The empirical material of this thesis is based on a diverse range of qualitative secondary sources
that enable a comprehensive analysis of everyday life in Avnstrup and migration governance.
First, the study draws on key legal and international frameworks that establish the formal
boundaries of state action, such as the 1951 Refugee Convention, the Dublin Regulation and
the Danish Aliens Act. These legal instruments provide the normative and institutional context
within which deportation, protection, and non-refoulement are regulated.

In addition, the analysis incorporates press and public communications, including official
documents issued by the Danish government and the Ministry of Immigration and Integration,
which provide insight into the official framing, objectives, and political justifications of

deportation policies and the operation of its centres.
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A central component of the empirical material consists of reports produced by non-
governmental organizations, such as the Danish Red Cross and Refugees Welcome, which
contain extensive qualitative material such as interviews, testimonies, and observations from
residents of Avnstrup. These sources are essential for understanding how governance operates
not only through formal legal and institutional frameworks but also through everyday practices
and lived experiences.

The analysis further incorporates texts produced by residents themselves, including
contributions published in the magazine visAvis, which offers first-person reflections on life in
Avnstrup. These narratives provide crucial insight into the subjective dimension of agency,
revealing how individuals interpret the conditions imposed upon them.

Finally, the thesis draws on a broad body of academic literature, including peer-reviewed
articles, papers, books, and theses, which situate Avnstrup within wider debates on camps,
confinement, temporality, and migration governance, thereby providing the theoretical and
analytical grounding necessary for the interpretation of the empirical material.

On the other hand, certain materials are excluded in order to maintain analytical coherence.
The priority are sources that provide insight into the concrete ways through which governance
is experienced and enacted in the specific context of Avnstrup, rather than broader or more
abstract analyses of migration governance.

For this reason, the study does not undertake a general analysis of public policy as such. While
it is considered insofar as they establish the legal and institutional framework, the thesis does
not focus on policy formulation at a general level. Instead, it concentrates on the effects and
implementation of these policies in the specific institutional setting. This choice reflects the
aim of demonstrating how agency deprivation is produced in practice, through everyday
conditions, rather than analysing migration policy in abstract or national terms.

Similarly, the analysis does not examine the institutional role of the Danish Red Cross as an
organization, despite its central role in managing the daily operation of the centre. In the case
of Avnstrup, the Red Cross functions as the actor responsible for implementing state policies
on the ground, effectively mediating between governance and residents. This creates an
inherent tension, as the organization simultaneously occupies a humanitarian role—providing
care and support—while also contributing to the maintenance of restrictive and controlling
conditions established by the state (Lindberg, 2022, p. 106).

Although this contradiction between assistance and control is analytically significant, a detailed

institutional analysis of the Red Cross is beyond the scope of this thesis. The focus remains on
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how agency governance is experienced by residents, rather than on the organizational dynamics
of the actors involved.
By applying these inclusion and exclusion criteria, the thesis maintains a more precise

examination of the lived effects of migration control.

Analytical methods

This thesis employs document analysis as a central analytical method. This is a “systematic
procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents...Like other analytical methods in qualitative
research...requires that data be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain
understanding, and develop empirical knowledge” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; as cited in Bowen,
2009, p.27)

In order to address the research question, the analysis combines two distinct methodological
approaches: Bacchi’s What’s the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR) framework, and Braun
& Clarke’s Thematic Analysis. While both methods are applied to documentary sources, they
serve different analytical purposes and operate at different levels of analysis. The WPR
approach is employed at the macro-level to examine how the state constructs and represents
migration-related “problems” within legal frameworks. In contrast, thematic analysis operates
at the micro-level, focusing on how these forms of governance are experienced and embodied
in everyday life within Avnstrup.

Together, these methods allow for a multi-level analysis that connects the construction of
migration governance with its lived effects, thereby strengthening the overall analytical depth

of the study.

What'’s the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR)

Chapter 1 adopts Carol Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented to Be?” (WPR) approach.
According to Bacchi, policies should be understood as productive practices that construct
problems rather than simply addressing them (Bacchi, 2026, p.7). While originally thought as
a mode of policy analysis, the author explicitly extends its scope in later work, arguing that the
new approach constitutes a broader analytical paradigm applicable to a wide range of social
and institutional practices. In ‘What’s the Problem Represented to Be?’: 4 New Thinking
Paradigm, Bacchi explains that the WPR approach can be applied beyond policies to other
domains, including “indeterminate situations”, “issues”, “controversies” and “matters of

concern”, as well as material arrangements such as buildings and institutional structures
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(Bacchi, 2026, p.1). Importantly, this includes legal systems, as laws can be understood as
proposals for change that implicitly construct specific problem representations with political
effects. (Bacchi, 2026, p.xii).

By focusing on how proposed solutions construct particular kinds of “problems,” the WPR
approach offers a different way of understanding socio-political arrangements. Rather than
taking problems as given, it suggests that analysis should begin by working backwards from
proposed “solutions” to examine how these solutions shape and define the problems they claim
to address. (Bacchi, 2026, p.53).

This thesis adopts precisely this perspective by working backwards from the constraints
imposed by non-refoulement to examine how this legal protection simultaneously enables the
emergence of institutional arrangements, such as deportation centres, where agency is

progressively restricted.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis is understood as “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns
(themes) within data. It...organizes and describes...data sets in (rich) detail...and interprets
various aspects of the research topic (Boyatzis, 1998, as cited in Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79).
In this thesis it is used to interpret the empirical material and identify the mechanisms through
which agency is progressively dismantled.

This process is theoretically informed (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.84) and follows an abductive
logic, in which empirical material and theory are brought into an iterative dialogue (Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2012, p.27). While the analysis is guided by concepts such as agency, power
and governance, slow death, living death, civil death, confinement, and indeterminate
temporariness; interpretations are continuously refined in response to patterns observed in the
data.

The analytical process begins with coding, where segments of empirical material—including
testimonies, reports, and institutional documents—are examined and assigned descriptive
labels that capture specific forms of constraint and experience (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.88).
In this case, examples of such codes include social and spatial isolation, loss of mobility
autonomy, existential waiting, loss of autonomy in daily life, parental helplessness, and
psychosomatic distress. These codes reflect participants’ lived experiences of restriction,
uncertainty, dependency, and emotional strain across different domains. These codes are
derived from recurring expressions and observations within the data and represent concrete

manifestations of how agency is restricted in everyday life.
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In a second stage, these codes are systematically grouped into broader patterns that capture
recurring mechanisms across different sources (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.89). For instance,
codes related to surveillance, confinement, and spatial isolation are organized under patterns
of restriction of movement; while codes reflecting waiting, stagnation, and uncertainty are
grouped under indeterminate temporariness. Similarly, codes associated with limited access to
resources and everyday decision-making are clustered under lack of opportunities, and those
expressing emotional and psychosomatic impacts are categorized within psychological
deterioration and loss of parental agency.

In the final stage, these patterns are organized into overarching themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
p.89) that structure the analytical chapters of the thesis. These four themes—movement,
futurity, material confinement, and health access—correspond to key dimensions through
which agency is progressively eroded. Each theme represents a domain of everyday life that is
actively governed, demonstrating how power operates through the cumulative regulation of
multiple aspects of existence.

As shown in Tablel (see Appendix), by moving from codes to patterns and then to themes, the
analysis establishes a link between the empirical material and the theoretical argument (Braun
& Clarke, 2006, p.87). These themes collectively demonstrate how agency is progressively
constrained in Avnstrup.

Last, it 1s important to mention one key limitation of thematic analysis. This is the risk of
“anecdotalism”, whereby isolated or idiosyncratic examples are elevated to the status of
broader themes or patterns. As Braun and Clarke argue, a weak analysis may emerge when
themes are supported by only one or two extracts from the data, making the argument
insufficiently grounded in the empirical material. This raises concerns about the strength and
credibility of the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp.94-95).

In order to avoid this limitation, this thesis systematically identifies recurring patterns across a
wide range of sources, including multiple reports, testimonies, and institutional documents.
Each theme is supported by consistent evidence rather than isolated instances, ensuring that
findings reflect broader empirical tendencies rather than anecdotal observations. In this way,
the analysis seeks to maintain analytical rigor while avoiding the misrepresentation of singular

experiences as generalizable patterns.
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Positionality, Epistemological Approach and Reflexivity

This research is informed by an interpretivist epistemological approach, which understands that
social reality is not objective or fixed; but is constructed through meaning, practice, and power
relations (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp.42-43). From this perspective, experiences such
as confinement, waiting, and the erosion of autonomy cannot be fully understood through legal
or policy frameworks alone, but must be analysed as lived and embodied phenomena by those
subjected to such institutional regimes. In this context, the deprivation of agency is approached
not as an individual condition, but as a structural outcome produced through institutional
arrangements. This approach allows the analysis to connect residents’ experiences to broader
political, legal, and administrative frameworks without reducing them to individual narratives.
Although this thesis does not rely on primary data collection, it is grounded in my prior
experiential engagement with the field, gained through an internship at a non-governmental
organization working with residents of Avnstrup. During this period, I visited the centre on
three occasions, observed aspects of everyday life, and engaged in informal conversations with
residents, particularly mothers and children. These encounters did not constitute formal
fieldwork, systematic observation, or interviews conducted for research purposes. Rather, they
provided contextual and experiential insight into the spatial organization, material conditions,
and affective atmosphere of the centre. This experience contributed to the formulation of the
research question, the selection of the theoretical framework, and the interpretation of

documentary material.

Limitations

Primary data collection was not feasible within the scope of this research. Therefore, the
reliance on secondary data entails several limitations. First, the analysis is dependent on the
selection, framing, and translation choices made by NGOs, journalists, and researchers who
produced the original materials (Bowen, 2009, pp.31-32). As a result, certain voices or
experiences may be underrepresented.

Second, the absence of primary interviews limits the ability to ask follow-up questions or
explore contradictions in greater depth (Bowen, 2009, pp.31-32). However, this limitation is
mitigated by the breadth of the dataset and the consistency of experiences reported across
multiple sources.

Third, while the study draws on multiple types of sources—NGO reports, government

documents, human rights publications, and resident-produced texts—this triangulation
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operates at the level of data sources rather than methods. Nonetheless, the convergence of
similar experiential patterns across independent sources strengthens the credibility of the
findings, even in the absence of primary data collection.

An additional limitation concerns the use of the report about the children’s well-being at
Avnstrup produced by the Danish Red Cross. While this report provides extensive qualitative
insights into the living conditions and experiences of residents, it is important to acknowledge
that the Red Cross is also responsible for the management and daily operation of the centre.
This dual role as both service provider and evaluator may introduce potential biases in the
representation of conditions. As such, the report is approached critically, and its findings are
considered alongside other independent sources in order to mitigate the risk of institutional bias
and ensure a more balanced analysis.

Finally, the study focuses on Avnstrup and does not claim generalizability of the findings to all
deportation or asylum centres in Denmark or elsewhere. The findings are analytically, rather
than statistically, and are intended to contribute to broader discussions on agency deprivation,

confinement, and migration governance.

Ethical Considerations

Although the research relies exclusively on secondary data, ethical considerations remain
central. First, all the materials used include measures to ensure anonymity and protection of
the identities of participants.

Furthermore, given the unequal power relations that structure migration governance, the
analysis remains attentive to the ethical implications of representing populations whose ability
to speak and be heard is constrained. From a critical perspective, the thesis seeks to avoid
reproducing hierarchies of knowledge production by treating testimonies not as passive data,
but as situated expressions of lived experience. For this reason, the analysis incorporates
extensive direct quotations, allowing individuals to speak through the text and preserving the
integrity of their voices within the research.

Finally, the artificial intelligence tool Microsoft M365 Copilot (based on the GPT-5 model)
was used as support for writing and grammatical revision. This use is justified by the fact that
English 1s not my first language; therefore, the tool was employed exclusively to improve the
clarity, coherence, and grammatical accuracy of the text and did not replace my own

understanding or academic work.
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Chapter 5: Context

Introduction

This chapter examines the context of the Return Centre Avnstrup and analyses the reasons that
limit deportation. It focuses on the principle of non-refoulement and other legal and practical
constraints that prevent deportation, leading to the emergence of non-removable migrants. The
chapter also applies Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented to Be?”” (WPR) approach to

examine how the problem of deportation is represented and governed.

Return Centre Avnstrup

Avnstrup is located in Hvalsg in Lejre Municipality, approximately 20 kilometres from
Roskilde. Originally constructed in the 1940s as a tuberculosis sanatorium, the site is
surrounded by forest and consists of a four-floor main building and several annexes, with the
capacity to accommodate around 600 residents. Families are housed in private rooms but share
kitchen and bathroom facilities (Bendixen, 2021, p.35).

In 2018, Avnstrup was converted into a deportation centre and later designated specifically for
families with children who had received final rejections of their asylum claims (Red Cross,
p.10). The population also includes individuals subject to court-ordered expulsion from
Denmark, as well as persons whose residence permits have been revoked on grounds not related
to criminal activity (Red Cross, p.13).

Prior to their transfer, families were accommodated in Sjelsmark Centre. The relocation of
these families to Avnstrup in 2020 was a direct response to widespread criticism of the
conditions for children in Sjelsmark, which were characterized by fences, surveillance, and
highly restrictive living environments (Steinicke, 2021, p.34). In contrast, Avnstrup was
presented as a more “humane” alternative, emphasizing the absence of fences, the possibility
for families to cook their own meals, and expanded childcare and educational facilities.
Moreover, Avnstrup is operated by the Danish Red Cross rather than the Danish Prison and
Probation Service, although the Danish Return Agency remains present and responsible for
enforcing reporting obligations (Bendixen, 2021, p.56).

However, despite this humanitarian framing, political discourse and policy design reveal a
different underlying logic. Already in 2017, the Danish Ministry of Immigration and
Integration, Inger Stejberg, made clear that rejected asylum seekers were expected to leave the

country immediately, stating that if they did not return voluntarily, “there must be immediate
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consequences”(Danish Ministry of Immigration and Integration, 2017, para.3). She stated: “We
send a clear signal that nothing is achieved by trying to drag out time... Now it is over to go
and hide in the asylum system, and the individual will clearly feel it...At Centre Avnstrup, the
rejected asylum seekers will be kept under control, the conditions for them are more precarious
than what they are used to, and then we will put all our efforts into getting them sent home as
quickly as possible” (Danish Ministry of Immigration and Integration, 2017, para 3).

These statements explicitly articulate a governance strategy based on the deliberate production
of precarious conditions. A similar logic is present in later political discourse. When
introducing the relocation of families from Sjelsmark to Avnstrup, Minister Mattias Tesfaye
emphasized both protection and control: “There is a need to protect children better... children
will no longer have to live behind a fence. But we must also be honest... we will still see
children who are having a hard time... it will be like that as long as the parents do not follow
the authorities' decision to travel home” (Government of Denmark, 2019: para.6).

Here, children’s suffering is acknowledged, but responsibility is shifted to parents. It is not a
structural outcome of migration policy, but as the result of parental choice. Therefore, parents
can stop their children suffering if they leave Denmark (Steinicke, 2021, p.36).

Empirical accounts further reinforce this interpretation. As noted by a representative of the
Danish Refugee Council: “The conditions [of daily life] are supposed to be as difficult as
possible, as intolerable as possible, this is the word that [the managers] use, to try to push
people to leave” (Dumont, 2026. para.11).

This statement makes explicit that the intentional creation of hardship is a central feature of the
system. Similarly, a Red Cross interview highlights the expectations underlying this policy
approach: “When politicians made the decision to establish deportation centres, they thought
it would take 2-3 weeks for a family to decide to travel home because they would realize that
there was no future here. But the first family ... still lived there 3 years later” (Bendixen, 2021,
p.35). This reveals both the logic of deterrence and its practical limitations.

Therefore, the conditions at Avnstrup cannot be understood as an unintended consequence of
bureaucratic inefficiency. Rather, they function as a form of political governance (Foucault,
1978, p.137), where Danish migration policy explicitly aims to produce hardship and
uncertainty.

This raises a fundamental question: if the objective is to ensure that individuals without legal
permission to remain in Denmark leave the country, why are they not simply deported? The

answer lies in the legal -especially the principle of non-refoulement-, and practical constraints
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that limit the state’s capacity to deport individuals, which will be analysed in the following

section.

Non-removable migrants in Denmark

This section outlines the main factors that limit the implementation of deportation. It begins by
examining the principle of non-refoulement as the primary legal constraint, followed by an

analysis of additional legal and practical barriers that prevent deportation.

Principle of Non-Refoulement

The principle of non-refoulement is a cornerstone of international refugee and human rights
law, establishing that states are prohibited from returning individuals to countries where they
may face persecution, torture, or other serious violations of fundamental rights (Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951; Convention against Torture, 1984).

Its foundational expression is found in Article 33(1) of the Refugee Convention (1951), which
provides that: “No Contracting State shall expel or return (‘refouler’) a refugee in any manner
whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be threatened on
account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion” (Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951, Article 33(1)).

While originally formulated within refugee law, the scope of non-refoulement has expanded
significantly through international human rights law.

Under the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (1984), Article 3 explicitly prohibits the expulsion, return, or extradition of a
person to a country where there are substantial grounds for believing that they would be in
danger of being subjected to torture (Convention against Torture, 1984, Article 3).

Similarly, Article 7 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) prohibits
torture and cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment (International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, 1966, Article 7). The Human Rights Committee has interpreted this
provision, particularly Articles 6 and 7, as implicitly incorporating an obligation of non-
refoulement (Human Rights Committee, 1992; OHCHR, 2011).

Within the European human rights system, Article 3 of the European Convention on Human
Rights (1950) prohibits torture and inhuman or degrading treatment (European Convention on

Human Rights, 1950, Article 3).
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Additionally, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), particularly Article 22, ensures
protection for refugee and asylum-seeking children and incorporates non-refoulement
considerations based on the best interests of the child (Convention on the Rights of the Child,
1989, Article 22).

In this broader human rights framework, non-refoulement applies irrespective of the
individual's legal status and extends beyond recognised refugees to include asylum seekers,
stateless persons, and anyone at risk of serious harm (OHCHR, 2011; ICRC, 2018).

Although the Refugees Convention (1951) provides a limited exception under Article 33(2) for
individuals considered a danger to national security or convicted of particularly serious crimes,
these exceptions are narrowly construed and do not negate the stronger protections developed
under human rights law. The prohibition is considered absolute, meaning that no exceptions or
derogations are permitted, even on grounds of national security or public emergency (Human
Rights Committee, 1992; OHCHR, 2011).

Overall, non-refoulement constitutes a fundamental legal constraint on state deportation
powers, ensuring that migration control measures do not expose individuals to serious harm.
In the Danish context, this principle is explicitly incorporated into domestic law through
Section 31 of the Aliens Act (Udlendingeloven), which provides that “An alien may not be
sent to a country where he or she risks the death penalty or being subjected to torture or

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” (Danish Aliens Act, Section 31).

Constraints on Deportation
Apart from the principle of non-refoulement, there are multiple legal, practical, and
humanitarian reasons why a state may be unable to deport an individual, even when that person

does not have a legal right to remain in the country.

Legal Constraints

First, an important legal limitation arises in cases of stateless persons, who are not recognized
as nationals by any state (Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, 1954). This
creates a significant obstacle to deportation, since it requires a receiving country willing to
admit the individual. In the absence of nationality, there is no state legally obliged to accept
them, rendering deportation both legally and practically impossible (Perks & Clifford, 2021,
para.10).

Legal barriers may also arise within the framework of regional systems such as the European

Union. According to Article 3(1) of the Dublin III Regulation (Regulation (EU) No 604/2013),
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an asylum application “shall be examined by a single Member State” (Regulation (EU) No
604/2013, Article 3). Article 13 establishes that responsibility generally lies with the Member
State through which the applicant first entered the European Union (Regulation (EU) No
604/2013, Article 13). Therefore, if the Member State responsible for examining the asylum
application does not grant permission for transfer or fails to cooperate, deportation cannot be
carried out (Dumont, 2026. para.12).

Finally, humanitarian considerations—particularly those related to health—can also impose
legal limits. If deportation would expose an individual to severe health risks or deprive them
of essential medical treatment unavailable in the country of return, it may violate human rights
obligations under Article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights (1950), which
prohibits inhuman or degrading treatment (European Convention on Human Rights, 1950,

Article 3; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2011, p.78)

Practical Constraints

In addition to these legal barriers, deportation may also be prevented by practical or technical
obstacles. One of the most significant is the requirement for cooperation from the country of
origin. Deportation procedures depend on the issuance of travel documents and the formal
acceptance of the individual by that country. Without such cooperation, deportation cannot be
implemented in practice (Tunaboylu & Jubany, 2025, p.3)

This problem becomes particularly evident in situations where there are no diplomatic relations
between the sending state and the country of origin. In such cases, there is no institutional
framework through which deportation can be coordinated, effectively blocking the process. For
instance, although residence permits of Syrian refugees were revoked, deportation was not
possible because Denmark lacked diplomatic relations with the Assad government (Pace, 2024,
para. 11)

Even when diplomatic relations exist, deportation may still fail if the country of origin refuses
to recognize the individual as its citizen or declines to issue the necessary documents. This lack
of recognition leaves the individual without a receiving state, making deportation practically
impossible (Dumont, 2026. para.12). For example, a Cuban national had spent more than
fifteen years navigating the Danish asylum system before being transferred to Avnstrup.
Deportation is not feasible in her case because the Cuban authorities no longer recognize her
as a citizen, leaving her without a state willing to receive her (Dumont, 2026. para.13).

These combined legal and practical constraints give rise to a specific category of individuals

commonly referred to as “Non-Removed Persons”. These are “migrants who remain in an
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irregular situation over a protracted period of time...persons mentioned in Recital 12 of the
Return Directive which refers to “third-country nationals who are staying illegally but who
cannot yet be removed” (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2011, p.56). As a
consequence, they often remain in a prolonged situation of uncertainty, caught between the

obligation to leave and the impossibility of being deported.

What's the problem of non-refoulement represented to be?

As previously discussed, non-refoulement is often presented as a solution aimed at preventing
the deportation of individuals who may face harm in another country (Refugee Convention,
1951. Article 33(1)). However, Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented to Be?” (WPR)
approach invites a critical shift in perspective, as policies (and laws) are understood not as
neutral responses to pre-existing problems, but as practices that actively construct and define
what counts as a “problem” (Bacchi, 2009, p. 2). In this sense, rather than treating non-
refoulement as a neutral or self-evident form of protection, it becomes necessary to examine
how it frames the “problem” of deportation. To guide this analysis, Bacchi proposes a series of
guiding questions, which are addressed below.

1. What is the “problem” represented to be?

Within the framework of non-refoulement, the “problem™ is represented as the risk of serious
harm upon return, including persecution, torture, or inhuman or degrading treatment. Legal
instruments such as Article 33(1) of the 1951 Refugee Convention and Article 3 of the
European Convention on Human Rights define deportation as problematic only when it
exposes individuals to extreme forms of violence (Refugee Convention, 1951. Article 33(1);
European Convention on Human Rights, 1950, Article 3).

However, in the Danish migration context, the problem is not primarily framed as the
vulnerability of non-removed individuals. Instead, they are constructed as a disruption to
migration control, producing a category of subjects who are physically present but formally
excluded.

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation?

This representation is underpinned by several assumptions. First, it assumes that deportation is
the normal and desirable tool of migration governance, and that limitations on deportation
constitute a problem to be managed. Second, it presupposes that states possess a legitimate
right to control their territory and that individuals without legal status should ultimately leave.

Third, it relies on a narrow understanding of harm, focusing primarily on physical violence
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while excluding forms of social, political, and existential harm such as exclusion, precarity,
and loss of agency.

As a result, the legal framework creates a distinction between those who can be deported and
those who cannot, without addressing the long-term situation of the latter.

This is exemplified by the statement of the Danish Ministry of Immigration and Integration, in
which Stejberg argued that certain groups should be returned quickly, implicitly framing them
as burdens that divert resources and attention away from those who genuinely require
protection: “We will put all our efforts into getting them sent home as soon as possible, so that
we can concentrate on those who have a real need for protection” (Danish Ministry of
Immigration and Integration, 2017, para. 3).

3. How has this representation of the “problem” come about?

This problem representation emerges from the development of international refugee and human
rights law, particularly in the aftermath of World War Il (Skran & Easton-Calabria, 2024, p.4),
and the interaction between migration governance regimes.

As previously discussed, international legal instruments such as the Refugee Convention, the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Convention Against Torture
impose limits on deportation through the principle of non-refoulement, while migration
policies continue to prioritize deportations (Pace, 2024). Additional legal and practical
constraints—including the Dublin Regulation, statelessness, humanitarian considerations, and
lack of cooperation from countries of origin—further contribute to situations in which
deportation becomes legally or practically impossible, despite the continued expectation that
individuals should leave.

4. What is left unproblematic in this representation?

A key insight from Bacchi’s approach is that what is not problematized is as important as what
is (Bacchi, 2009, p. 12). In the case of non-refoulement, the law does not problematize the
conditions of life of individuals who cannot be deported within the host state, their long-term
legal status, and their social exclusion or lack of rights.

As a result, it does not address the situation of non-removability, in which deportation is
prohibited but no stable form of inclusion is provided. As Bacchi emphasizes, such silences are
central to understanding policy effects (Bacchi, 2009, p. 12). The framework remains silent on
the lived consequences of prolonged legal limbo, including restrictions on work, mobility, and
social participation.

5. What effects are produced by this representation?
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The effects of this representation are visible at multiple levels. Discursively, individuals are
constructed as non-removable, defined by their failure to be deported rather than by their rights
or needs (Danish Ministry of Immigration and Integration, 2017, para. 3). This categorization
shapes how they are governed and understood. At the level of subjectification, they are
positioned as permanently temporary, neither deported nor integrated (Turner, 2015, p.141).
The most significant impact, however, lies in the lived effects of these policies. In Denmark,
individuals who cannot be deported are often required to reside in deportation centres and
comply with reporting obligations while facing limited access to employment, education, and
social life (Red Cross, 2023). These conditions severely constrain their capacity to act and
participate in society.

6. a) How and where has this representation been produced, disseminated, and defended?
This representation is produced and maintained through a combination of international law,
national legislation, and administrative practice. At the international level, non-refoulement
defines the legal limits of deportation. At the national level, the Danish Aliens Act incorporates
this principle, while maintaining the obligation for individuals without residence permits to
leave.

At the same time, administrative practices carried out by the Danish Return Agency
operationalize this framework through repatriation incentives. ‘“Motivational” measures
explicitly aim to encourage “voluntary departure” through a combination of restrictions and
incentives (Bendixen, 2021,p.36).

More broadly, this representation is reinforced through political discourse emphasizing
deterrence and control, as discussed above. Policies such as temporary protection regimes
(European Union Agency for Asylum, 2022, p. 6), externalization strategies involving Rwanda
(Cederholm, 2023, p. 2), and restrictive border measures, such as the “zero asylum” policy
(McKinney & Kirk-Wade, 2025, p. 6), further contribute to maintaining this system.

These practices normalize the idea that individuals without legal status should leave, even when
the state cannot enforce their deportation directly.

6. b) How could this representation be disrupted and replaced?

From a WPR perspective, challenging this representation requires shifting the analytical focus.
Rather than framing the presence of non-deportable migrants as the problem, attention should
be directed toward the conditions produced by the state.

This implies reframing the issue from the impossibility of deportation to the production of

exclusion under conditions of non-removability. Such an approach would recognize the harms
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associated with prolonged legal limbo, including deprivation of agency, social isolation, and
structural marginalization.

A critical rearticulation would therefore require moving beyond a binary logic of deportation
versus exclusion and instead developing policies that provide stable legal status, access to

rights, and meaningful inclusion for individuals who cannot be deported.

Concluding Remarks

From a WPR analysis, the principle of non-refoulement does not simply function as a protective
legal norm. While it positions the central issue as one of preventing extreme forms of violence
outside the state’s territory, it does not question the broader conditions in which individuals are
governed within the host state. The principle prevents deportation in cases of serious harm, but
it simultaneously contributes to a system in which the presence of non-deportable individuals
is problematized rather than resolved. While non-refoulement and practical barriers limit the
ability to deport, they do not eliminate control. Therefore, by prohibiting deportation without
addressing the status of those who remain, the law creates a space in which states can shift from
direct coercion to indirect forms of pressure.

In the Danish context, the inability to deport does not lead to inclusion but instead triggers the
development of governance strategies that restrict autonomy and regulate everyday life. These
include return centres, reporting obligations, and incentive-based return policies.

This demonstrates that state power does not disappear under legal constraints; rather, it is

reconfigured.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has examined the situation of non-removable migrants in Denmark through the
case of Avnstrup, highlighting the legal and practical constraints that limit deportation,
particularly the principle of non-refoulement. It has also shown how these constraints do not
eliminate state control but instead reshape it, producing a category of individuals who are
neither deported nor fully included.

Based on this, the following section will analyse how residents in Avnstrup are deprived of

agency by the Danish state through the production of hardship.
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Chapter 6: Deprivation of control of Movement

Introduction

This chapter examines how residents are deprived of control of movement in Avnstrup.
Drawing on theories of productive power and discipline (Foucault), everyday practices and
tactics (de Certeau), and the descent of state power into ordinary life (Das), the chapter
conceptualizes movement as a central site through which governance operates on a daily basis.
These perspectives are combined with sociological theories of confinement, particularly
Goffman’s analysis of total institutions, as well as scholarship on campization, and enforced
mobility (Kreichauf, 2020; Katz, 2017). This chapter demonstrates how restrictions on the

control of movement become a central form of governance through which agency is eroded.

Distance, Remoteness, and Isolation

Although residents are formally free to leave the centre during the day, distance and
infrastructure render this freedom largely symbolic. Public transport is scarce, buses operate
on limited schedules- operating only once per hour-, and travel to Copenhagen often exceeds
three hours round-trip (Red Cross, 2023, pp. 38-39).

Located in a forested area in Lejre Municipality, far from major cities, Avnstrup is physically
isolated from broader Danish society (Kreichauf, 2014, p. 70). At the same time, its proximity
to the authorities responsible for deportation procedures enables more direct contact and closer
monitoring of rejected asylum seekers, who are concentrated in a single location (Danish
Ministry of Immigration and Integration, 2017, para. 5).

The remoteness from society is not incidental, but part of a broader strategy of what Kreichauf
terms campization: “the legal stabilization of permanent, enlarged, remotely located, and
spatially isolated camps with lowered living standards" (Kreichauf, 2020, p.48). A text of the
magazine visAvis written by a resident describes: “[We are] waiting a long time in isolated
areas away from society”’(visAvis, 2022, p.43). Kreichauf explains that the architecture of these
centres functions as the tangible embodiment of asylum laws and serves as the physical setting
in which administrative and political power is exercised. (Kreichauf, 2020, p.48).

Public transportation further contributes to residents’ isolation. The limited bus connections
between the centre and nearby areas hinder access to essential services, restrict opportunities

to sustain social relationships, and reduce participation in activities beyond the camp. As a
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result, these transport constraints have intensified families' isolation compared to their previous
living conditions in Sjelsmark (Bendixen, 2021, p.35).

As one resident explained: “I live in a forest, far from everything. You feel really isolated from
society, and it’s difficult to connect with people outside” (Reumert, 2012, p15). Simon Turner
captures this condition as contained inclusion, wherein residents remain physically inside the
national territory while being excluded from meaningful participation in society, including its
membership and rights (Turner, 2015, p.141). The location in the "middle of nowhere"
transforms the centre into a waiting zone outside of society, and a state of liminality of being
"between worlds". As a resident reflects: “[It is] as if we live here [Denmark] but we don’t
really live here, because we only stay with other foreigners” (Reumert, 2012,p.15).

As explained before, Goffman defines total institutions as spaces where individuals are “cut
off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time” (Goffman, 1961, p. 11). While
Avnstrup lacks physical fences, its remoteness reproduces this condition of social cutoff.
Residents describe living “far away from everything,” unable to maintain friendships, family
relations, or ordinary social encounters (Reumert, 2012,p.15).

As a result, remoteness transforms nominal freedom of movement into immobility in practice,

initiating the erosion of everyday agency.

Administrative Surveillance

Spatial confinement at Avnstrup is reinforced through administrative surveillance. This section
examines how reporting requirements function as a mechanism of agency extraction. Section
42 a, subsection 8 of the Aliens Act, establishes that adults who do not cooperate with return
procedures are required to report twice daily—between 7-11 and 17-22—every day, including
weekends and holidays (Red Cross, 2023, p.14). This requirement was not mandatory in
Sjelsmark, where residents had to sign with the immigration services 3 times a week, every
Monday, Wednesday and Friday. Because Avnstrup lacks electronic monitoring, residents
must physically present themselves to authorities, making absence immediately visible and
punishable. This requirement functions as a form of surveillance and, as residents say, adds a
layer of “mental and physical degradation” (Bendixen, 2021,p.106).

Additionally, the majority of adults at Avnstrup are subject to a residency obligation that
requires them to remain at the centre overnight. Families may request authorization to stay
away from the centre for up to two nights on two occasions each month; and adherence to these

requirements are overseen by the Danish Repatriation Agency (Red Cross, 2023,p.14).
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As a result, even brief trips outside the centre are overshadowed by the necessity to return in
time for registration, transforming these moments into a source of anxiety rather than relief. A
mother expressed her frustration: “I wish I didn’t have to register twice every day of the week.
It’s also a big problem that you can only stay with family twice a month. My mother lives on
the other side of the country, and it’s a three-hour commute each way... I only get a day and
a half with my family.” (Red Cross, 2023, p.39). Furthermore, this constant pressure to report
on time generates stressful logistical challenges. A resident emphasized: “We know people in
Jutland that we would like to visit — but it takes time to get there and back. When there are
these requirements, and it's such a short time that you have to be away, you can't enjoy it.
You're constantly thinking about getting away so you can get back to time.” (Red Cross, 2023,
p.39)

This illustrates how institutional authority extends into “the smallest details of daily existence”
through enforced routines (Goffman, 1961, pp. 16—18). In Avnstrup, time and movement are
subordinated to institutional schedules, producing constant anxiety and dependence. This
replacement of personal time with institutional time works as a central form of the
“mortification of the self”, producing dependence, infantilization, and constant vulnerability
(Goffman, 1961, p.47). Residents articulate this effect clearly. One mother explained: “You
cannot relax anywhere. You are always watching the clock. Even if you go out, you are afraid
of being late. It controls your whole day” (Red Cross, 2023, p. 39). Another resident noted:
“Even when I am outside, I feel like I am still inside. I am never free in my head” (Muzzo et
al., 2020, p.39).

Failure to comply with residence or reporting duties may lead to sanctions under the Aliens
Act (§ 607). Persistent non-compliance can result in fines and criminal cases (Red Cross,
2023,p.14). A 17-year-old resident explains the pressure: "If we do not sign, the police will
come... If I do not manage to sign they threaten to send us back to our own country" (Muzzo et
al., 2020, p.40). Following the introduction of a first set of restrictions in 2019, one hundred
residents were arrested within a three-month period for failing to comply with the camp’s
registration requirements (Linddahl, 2019, as cited in Lindberg, 2022, p.100).

Furthermore, families criticised the move to Avnstrup because "metal fences... had merely been
exchanged for intensified reporting duties, which prevented them from leaving the camp and
amplified their social isolation" (Lindberg, 2022, p.112).

From a theoretical perspective, the registration requirements at Avnstrup exemplify how power
is exercised through the organization of everyday life rather than through overt coercion.

Drawing on Foucault, this form of governance operates productively (Foucault, 1975, as cited
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in de Certeau, 1984, p. xiv): it does not simply prohibit movement, but structures time, space,
and bodily presence through repetitive administrative routines that render individuals
permanently visible and governable. Reporting twice daily functions as a form of discipline
that inscribes state power into the rhythm of daily life, producing compliant subjects through
anticipation, anxiety, and self-regulation (Foucault, 1975, as cited in de Certeau, 1984, p. xiv).
This is consistent with Das’s concept of the state descending into the ordinary, since
registration does not appear as an exceptional or spectacular form of violence, yet through its
repetitive presence it penetrates intimate domains of life, shaping emotions, relationships, and
conducts. In this way, registration exemplifies how governance operates not through dramatic
intervention, but through the quiet, ordinary regulation of everyday existence (Das, 2007, p.77-
78).

Therefore, reporting obligations do not merely restrict movement; they colonize intention itself,
making all movements provisional, anxious, and reversible. Administrative surveillance
converts movement into compliance, hollowing out agency while preserving the appearance of

freedom.

Driving Bans

While Avnstrup already operates through spatial isolation and administrative control, recent
legislative developments further intensify the deprivation of movement. Denmark has passed
new legislation, which has been implemented since January 2026, banning or revoking the use
of driver’s licenses for residents of deportation camps. According to The Local Denmark, this
measure forms part of a broader package of restrictions explicitly designed to “make life at
deportation facilities less comfortable and to compel foreign nationals without legal residence
to leave the country” (Barrett, 2025, para.2).

The measures prohibit individuals without legal residence from driving motor vehicles, with
violations potentially leading to imprisonment and the confiscation of vehicles. According to
the Ministry of Immigration and Integration, this ban applies to all foreign nationals under
control obligations (Basilici,2025, para. 3).

The impact of the driving ban becomes particularly clear when contrasted with previous
practices through which residents attempted to preserve fragments of agency. One man
described how he carried out voluntary work for the Red Cross as a driver. By borrowing a
minibus from Avnstrup, he transported people to schools, pharmacies, and churches, using

driving as a way to remain active and connected beyond the centre. As he explained, “I have
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not come to Denmark to eat and sleep, to waste my time. If we only stay in the asylum centre,
we suffer... when I do something, my heart is happy, my conscience is well, but it is like a
medicine for a temporary time” (Gren, 2024, p.104).

The new prohibition on driver’s licenses effectively eliminates this “temporal medicine” form
of everyday agency. What functioned as a fragile escape from isolation—allowing mobility,
social contribution, and a sense of purpose—is now legally foreclosed. In this sense, the driving
ban does not merely restrict movement, but actively dismantles existing strategies of survival
and meaning-making, reinforcing the deprivation of agency through direct state intervention.
Examined through the lens of de Certeau, everyday practices (such as driving) constitute key
terrains where power is both exercised and negotiated (de Certeau, 1984, p.29-37). In Avnstrup,
driving functioned as a tactical practice through which residents could appropriate time and
movement for their own purposes, momentarily escaping institutional routines. Its prohibition
therefore does not merely restrict mobility, but strips residents of these everyday tactics,
preventing them from using movement to sustain social relations, structure their days, or carve
out spaces of autonomy within an otherwise highly regulated environment.

Driving does not represent freedom in itself, but in geographically isolated contexts it enables
a sense of control. By prohibiting driving, the state removes one of the last remaining means
through which residents could partially counteract enforced remoteness. The restriction does
not merely limit where residents can go; it restricts how life can be lived under conditions of

prolonged waiting.

Green Prison

Avnstrup—despite being defined as an open and humanitarian alternative to fenced deportation
centres such as Sjelsmark (Bendixen, 2021, p.56)—functions in practice as a form of
incarceration without walls. The absence of fences does not translate into freedom of
movement. Instead, confinement is produced through spatial isolation and administrative
surveillance, generating a lived experience that residents consistently describe as
imprisonment.

Residents repeatedly emphasize that while the architectural form has changed, the core
restrictions remain intact. One father explained: “Avnstrup is almost the same as Sjelsmark.
Now there are no fences, instead we are in the middle of a forest... It feels like a green prison.”

(Red Cross, 2023, p. 38). Similarly, another resident described the relocation from Sjaelsmark
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to Avnstrup as merely cosmetic: “The same soup, just a different bowl.” (Steinicke, 2021,
p.55).

Across multiple sources, residents articulate a shared understanding of Avnstrup as a
prison-like space. Testimonies refer explicitly to “living in a prison” (Gren et al., 2024, p.91),
“without having committed any crime” (Muzzo et al., 2020, p.40), and describe Avnstrup as
“another prison, but without fences” (Lindberg, 2022, p.98). These statements reflect not
isolated complaints, but a collective interpretation of everyday life under relocation.

A mother captures the paradox of “openness” particularly clearly: “There were large fences
around Sjalsmark...We have escaped that here in Avnstrup, where we are surrounded by
forest. On the other hand, Avnstrup...is very far away from everything, and since we have to
physically show the authorities that we are here twice a day, it feels more like we are trapped
here, even though there is no fence” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

This lived experience has also been recognized beyond residents’ testimonies. Deportation
camps in Denmark have been widely criticized by human rights organizations and legal experts
for their “prison-like conditions”. In three cases, the Danish Supreme Court ruled that camp
regulations amounted to a disproportionate infringement on residents’ freedom of movement,
explicitly highlighting the duration of life spent under conditions of semi-confinement as a
central factor (Amnesty International, n.d.; Danish Institute for Human Rights, 2016; Danish
Helsinki Committee, 2017, as cited in Lindberg, 2022, p.100).

Residents themselves reflect on the moral implications of this form of confinement. One asked:
“What is our crime? Are we criminals? ...Asylum seekers flee their countries because they are
not safe there. This is not a crime, but still the parents and the children are punished”(visAvis,
2022, p.82).

Ergo, the concept of “green prison” does not merely express frustration or metaphorical
grievance. It articulates a precise understanding of incarceration without crime, where freedom
is suspended not through fences or bars, but through the governance of space, distance, and
daily obligation. Residents are free to move, yet unable to leave (and live). As a resident

concluded “a prison has better conditions than...Avnstrup" (Gren et al.,2024, p.87 ).

Forced Mobility

While the previous sections have shown how movement is systematically restricted at
Avnstrup—through spatial isolation, reporting obligations, and driving bans—this section

examines a paradox at the core of migration governance: residents are prevented from moving
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freely, yet they are constantly being moved by the state. Forced mobility thus operates
alongside immobility, not as its opposite, but as a complementary form of control. In the case
of Avnstrup, families have been moved an average of seven times, with some relocated up to
twelve times over eight years (Red Cross, 2023, p. 18). Each move dismantles social ties,
separates families, disrupts schooling, and erases any emerging stability.

Empirical reports consistently show that children experience recurrent displacement, resulting
in the repeated loss of friendships, familiar surroundings, and any sense of continuity. One
assessment notes that some children have been transferred through a long sequence of
locations—Sandholm, Avnstrup, Kongelunden, private housing, Sjelsmark, and eventually
back to Avnstrup—producing childhoods characterized by instability and insecurity
(Bendixen, 2021, p. 44). Rather than representing temporary adjustments, these movements
accumulate into long trajectories of disruption and constant changeability.

In addition, official reports emphasize that learning outcomes are severely impaired due to
repeated school changes resulting from transfers between centres. According to one teacher,
many children have not had continuous education, and some have been even forced to change
schools annually (Red Cross, 2023, p. 18). As a result, children struggle to concentrate, fall
behind academically, and lose motivation when schooling is repeatedly interrupted.

A seventeen-year-old boy described how a transfer abruptly interrupted his schooling and
social life: “I was told that I could not continue in 10th grade with those I had always gone to
school with...It was not at all certain that I would be able to go to school anymore...I didn't
know what was going to happen. I just wanted to go back to my friends in Jelling” (Red Cross,
2023, p.20). This illustrates that moving did not open new possibilities, but rather dissolved
existing ones.

Psychologists also report that children describe the emotional exhaustion of continuously
saying goodbye to friends and having to start over in new environments. Eventually, many
withdraw and stop trying to form new relationships altogether, unable to bear further losses.
As voices collected in vis4vis note, children who wish to form relationships with Danish peers
are prevented from doing so when they are continually moved between camps; any friendships
that emerge are short-lived and must be rebuilt from zero after each relocation (visAvis,
2022,p.82).

What is more, Arjona documents how a resident-led initiative created an important space of
support and social connection for women, functioning as a safe and empowering environment.
However, this women’s club came to an abrupt end once the organizer was relocated to

Avnstrup (Arjona, 2021, pp. 44—45). This illustrates how transfers between centres dismantle
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support structures and interrupt everyday forms of agency. The disappearance of an initiative
explicitly recognized by the Red Cross as beneficial raises questions about why such practices
are neither sustained nor institutionalized, suggesting that autonomous collective action led by
asylum seekers themselves may be implicitly discouraged within asylum governance (Arjona,
2021, p. 45).

Although this thesis does not centre on transfer policy itself, it is important to recognize that
enforced mobility operates as a deliberate management strategy within camp infrastructures.
Katz shows that migrants are routinely relocated, dispersed, and transferred as part of detention
and migration control regimes. These practices sever ties to families, communities, and support
networks, producing migrants as temporary and mobile bodies—transitory subjects that can be
more easily governed and processed within this system (Katz, 2017, p.5). Mobility, in this
sense, is not freedom but displacement which produces relational death: residents are moved
not to enable life, but to prevent its accumulation.

This dynamic became particularly visible during my internship, where I witnessed how two
single Syrian mothers formed a close friendship in Avnstrup and supported each other through
shared childcare and everyday assistance. Over time, however, one of the women decided to
leave Denmark voluntarily due to the cumulative pressure she experienced within the system.
As a consequence, both women were forced to start their life again from zero, as the support
network they had built was abruptly dismantled—affecting not only them, but also their
children (Lubnicki, 2025, p.10).

On the other hand, transfers between centres also function as a form of family separation,
producing profound emotional and relational harm. In a text of visdAvis a mother describes
living between two separate worlds: Avnstrup, where she and her children are accommodated,
and Esbjerg, where her husband resides. Each return to Avnstrup after visiting him triggers
painful questions from her children, such as why they cannot attend school where their father
lives, highlighting how spatial separation disrupts everyday family life (visAvis, 2022, p.14).
These experiences stand in stark contrast to legal frameworks designed to protect family unity.
Article 9 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasizes the importance of keeping
families together, while Article 8 of the Declaration of Human Rights establishes the right to
family life (visAvis, 2022, p.14). Yet, residents repeatedly describe how institutional practices
undermine these principles in practice.

The same mother recounts how authorities pressured her to leave Denmark without her
children, despite her insistence on remaining with them as their primary caregiver. Similar

stories recur throughout the material, describing families split because one parent fails a
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language test or holds a different legal status, leaving children to grow up “in between” centres,
countries, and legal categories (visAvis, 2022, p.14).

All in all, forced mobility exposes the central paradox of life in Avnstrup: residents are denied
the ability to move autonomously, yet they are subjected to continuous movement imposed
from above. These transfers do not expand life possibilities; they dismantle social ties and
family union, interrupt education, and prevent the accumulation of relationships, skills, and

belonging. In this way, movement itself becomes a mechanism of immobilization.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has analysed how residents are deprived of agency and control over their
movements through both enforced immobility and forced mobility, drawing on theories of
power and discipline (Foucault), everyday practices and tactical action (de Certeau), and the
descent of state power into ordinary life (Das), alongside classical and contemporary analyses
of confinement and mobility (Goffman; Turner; Kreichauf; Katz).

It has been demonstrated that Avnstrup does not restrict the control of movement through
typical confinement of a total institution, but through the deliberate extraction of everyday
mobility as agency. Spatial remoteness, scarce public transportation, intensive reporting
requirements, driving bans, and escalating sanctions collectively ensure that movement cannot
sustain relationships, care, or futurity. Residents remain physically present within Denmark
while being effectively immobilized in practice.

At the same time, movement is imposed from above through forced transfers between centres.
These repeated relocations rupture family union and friendships, interrupt education, dismantle
support networks, and prevent the accumulation of social ties and life projects. Mobility thus
operates simultaneously as restriction and displacement: residents cannot move autonomously,
yet are constantly moved by the state. This paradox reveals movement itself as a form of control

rather than freedom.

Chapter 7: Deprivation of Futurity

Introduction

This chapter examines how residents are deprived of futurity in Avnstrup. While the previous

chapter demonstrated how agency is eroded through the deprivation of control of movement,
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this chapter focuses on control of time as a key way through which life is rendered unlivable.
Drawing on Goffman’s analysis of institutional time, Turner’s concept of indeterminate
temporariness, Hage’s notion of existential waiting, and Povinelli’s concept of slow death, the
chapter conceptualizes waiting not as an incidental consequence of migration procedures, but
as a deliberate political form.

By analysing everyday experiences of waiting, schooling, parenting, and mental health, this
chapter demonstrates how futurity itself becomes a site of governance—and how the
deprivation of agency unfolds gradually through the slow erosion of hope, initiative, and future
orientation. In this sense, the way time is governed at Avnstrup does not merely suspend life;

it systematically dismantles agency over time.

Indeterminate Temporariness

Goffman argues that one of the most destructive effects of total institutions is the experience
of time as irretrievably wasted and stolen from inmates' lives—time that cannot be recovered
later through work, education, or family formation (Goffman, 1961, p.13). At Avnstrup, this
temporal violence is not incidental but constitutive. Families live in a condition of
indeterminate waiting, transforming the officially “temporary” status of the centre into a
prolonged suspension of life itself.

Refugee camps are formally framed as temporary solutions, designed to exist only until
deportation, resettlement, or legal resolution occurs. However, as Turner argues, in practice
camps become quasi-permanent spaces that exist in a state between the temporary and the
permanent, producing what he terms indeterminate temporariness (Turner, 2015, p.142). In
such spaces, neither authorities nor residents know how long individuals will be required to
remain. For example, a student describes the surprise of his classmates when he tells them how
long he has lived in Avnstrup: “When I say 13 years, they can't understand it at all. I also think
it's crazy” (Red Cross, 2023, p.39).

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) describes this context as
“protracted refugee crisis”, recognizing that conditions officially defined as temporary often
persist for many years or even decades (Turner, 2015, p.142). As a consequence, refugees are
placed in a fundamentally paradoxical position: they are unable to establish stable lives in their
current locations due to expectations of onward movement, while simultaneously being

prevented from moving forward because no viable alternatives exist (Turner, 2015, p.142).
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This paradox creates a distinctive temporal condition in which life inside the camp appears
frozen while life outside continues. Turner conceptualizes this as a “time pocket”: a liminal
zone with no clear beginning, no clear end, and no linear progression (Turner, 2015, p.142).
Avnstrup exemplifies this condition with striking clarity, as life is experienced as a form of
temporal suspension. As mentioned in the previous chapter, families living there have spent an
average of eight years within the Danish asylum and deportation system, often moving
repeatedly between different centres (Red Cross, 2023, p.28). One resident summarized this
condition succinctly: “We are stuck in the system... resulting in...just waiting to live"
(Lindberg, 2022, p.108).

As this quote shows, living without prospects generates what Jefferson, Turner, and Jensen
conceptualize as stuckness: a condition where individuals are not only immobilized spatially
but also trapped within a present that cannot transform into a future. Some respond by
withdrawing, others by engaging in risky behaviours, but all navigate a terrain where hope is
systematically undermined (Jefferson, et al., 2019, pp.2-4). One mother describes the cycle:
“Children are born here, they grow up in the system and they get stuck here, no school, no
universities and no future” (Muzzo et al., 2020, p.42). Furthermore, residents do not know
whether their situation will end through deportation, transfer, or continued stagnation. This
uncertainty undermines the basic human capacity to plan, anticipate, and orient oneself toward
the future.

Ghassan Hage conceptualizes this form of prolonged waiting as existential waiting, a condition
in which individuals are not waiting for a specific event, but for the possibility of life itself to
resume (Hage, 2009, 4-6). In existential waiting, the present is experienced as empty repetition
rather than meaningful progression. In addition, Hage explains “that when individuals are
deprived of the possibility of a dignified future, they risk experiencing a form of premature
social aging or social death: a situation where there is a quasi-complete absence of possibilities
of a worthy life” (Hage, 2003, p.78). The ability to imagine a meaningful future is essential to
remaining socially alive, even in adverse circumstances.

However, life in camps erodes this capacity, as the present becomes merely a space of waiting
for a future that is unattainable and undefined. To express the profound insecurity created by
the absence of a clear endpoint, one resident contrasts life in Avnstrup with imprisonment,
where the duration of confinement is at least known: “If the government sent us to prison, we
would know it's for 6 months, one year, 6 years, but after that you will be free”’(visAvis, 2022,

p-82). This comparison highlights how uncertainty in the deportation system is experienced as
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more psychologically distressing than formal punishment, as the lack of a defined time horizon
suspends any sense of progress, release, or future orientation.

Families in Avnstrup articulate this condition repeatedly. A resident described the centre as
“not heaven, not hell, but torture” (Lindberg, 2022, p.9). This is an example of the
psychologically torturous condition of “being stuck in non-deportability, in a state of in-
betweenness, of being in limbo”(Lindberg, 2022, p.9). In this sense, limbo denotes a condition
imposed not by choice, but by the absence of alternatives, where individuals are suspended
indefinitely without resolution (Lindberg, 2022, p.9)

Waiting is therefore not situational but structural. It is produced and maintained through
institutional arrangements that deliberately withhold the future. The vis4vis text “And the
Future?” written in Avnstrup reflects: “As an asylum seeker in Denmark, you are not even
equal when it comes to the future. It is uncertain for us all, sure, but almost everyone in the
camps ...is stressed....Denmark puts more uncertainty...No human knows what lies ahead,
sure, but then I look at my kids and think....They are the carriers of this, the inheritors of our
uncertainty and this deadly system”(visAvis, 2022, p.18).

As can be observed, residents frequently describe their experiences using a vocabulary of death
and erosion. They speak of living within a “deadly system,” of undergoing a gradual erasure,
of being caught in a condition of “waiting to live,” and even “slow death”. For example, a
resident explains that the relocation to Avnstrup was only superficial and had the objective to
“deflect attention from the core issues: deprivation of autonomy, of future hopes, and of the
right to liveability” (Lindberg, 2022, p.113). Despite some improvements, “uncertainty about
the future remains a fundamental condition” (Steinicke, 2021, p.2). Another resident, who has
lived in the system for seven years, described the experience as a form of gradual erasure: “This
makes life feel like a slow death. Every day, I feel that I am dying, but my body is
moving”(visAvis, 2022,p.82). These testimonies directly echo Goffman’s description of
institutional time as time that is “written off” from one’s life (Goffman, 1961, p.13).

The expressions also resonate closely with Povinelli’s concept of slow death, in which people
are kept alive under conditions that systematically foreclose the possibility of flourishing
(Povinelli, 2011, pp.23-24). In this sense, residents ‘own language reveals an acute
understanding of how waiting, uncertainty, and deprivation operate as a political form that
slowly erodes the conditions of a livable life. Life does not end, but it ceases to be a life with
meaning.

To conclude, waiting at Avnstrup is not a passive delay, but an institutionalized condition that

suspends life by withholding the future.
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Restrictions on Access to Education

Drawing on Henrik Vigh’s concept of social becoming, youth can be understood as a phase
oriented toward acquiring the social, educational, and material resources necessary to move
into adulthood (Vigh, 2006, p.37). At Avnstrup, these pathways are systematically blocked, as
access to education is denied and— as will be analysed in the following chapter—access to
work is likewise prohibited. The result is not merely educational exclusion, but the cancellation
of social becoming itself.

Before engaging fully with this analysis, it is important to understand the schooling situation
at the centre. As of December 2022, thirty children from Avnstrup were enrolled in a municipal
school at local elementary schools in Hvalse and Ringsted, eighteen attended the Red Cross
school in Lynge, and four were placed in a special education school. Since the summer of 2020,
the Red Cross has been in dialogue with the Danish Immigration Service regarding the
establishment of school facilities closer to the centre; however, this issue has yet to be resolved
(Red Cross, 2023, p.11).

With regard to the Red Cross school, parents repeatedly report severe deficiencies in the
curricula since it falls well below basic standards and fail to prepare students for any form of
future participation in society. Families claim that it is so limited that “almost none of the kids
know how to read” (Muzzo et al., 2020, p. 42). According to these accounts, the curriculum is
not only reduced in content, but also functions to reinforce children’s isolation from Danish
society, positioning them outside normal educational trajectories and peer relations (Muzzo
etal., 2020, p. 42).

Moreover, schooling effectively ends at the age of seventeen, when education is no longer
compulsory and funding ceases for children in the deportation system. Instead, education
depends on cooperation with repatriation policies (Red Cross, 2023, p.5). Rather than being
guaranteed as a human right, access to education is reframed as a contingent “benefit” granted
in exchange for “volunteer departure”.

Following the implementation of the Repatriation Act, when young people reach the age of 18,
they are assigned an independent legal status separate from their family’s case and are called
for an interview with the Danish Return Agency to assess whether they individually cooperate
to leave the country. If they choose not to cooperate, they lose access to educational
opportunities (Red Cross, 2023, p.22).

In contrast, young adults who are assessed as cooperating with return procedures can participate

in education. This can include, for example, instruction in English, information technology,
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first aid, or food and nutrition (Red Cross, 2023, p.10). These subjects are supposedly
organized to provide participants with knowledge and practical skills that may be useful for
future employment and establishment in their country of origin. However, this form of
education is criticised as it does not lead to qualifications recognized within the formal Danish
education system and fails to align with young people’s learning needs and aspirations.
Kreichauf argues that these programs are not designed for a future in Denmark: "the whole idea
is that people [...] get 'qualifications' that enables them ...to return... People are prepared to
leave Denmark" (Kreichauf, 2020, p.61).

As a result, the restriction in education at the age of seventeen constitutes a serious barrier for
young people. Teachers report that children internalize this cutoff years in advance and observe
that feelings of hopelessness tend to intensify as they grow older. For example, when they turn
thirteen they begin to lose motivation. A teacher at the Red Cross school in Lynge explained:
“We have young people who give up far too early. ‘“What’s the point of it all?’ they ask. ‘I'm
not allowed to do anything when I turn 17 anyway” (Red Cross, 2023, p. 20).

Parents describe the emotional impact of this realization on their children. One mother said
about her son: “He once dreamed of becoming a dentist. He doesn’t talk about it anymore
because he knows he won’t be allowed to continue at school next year...They [children] feel
it's a punishment — that when they get kicked out of school at 17, they have no future” (Red
Cross, 2023, p. 38). In the same way, a resident explained: “My children had dreams to be a
doctor, a nurse or a police officer when they came to Denmark. They felt that Denmark was
their home, and they wanted to be beneficial to this society. But the Danish immigration system
deprived them of these dreams, this normal life” (visAvis,2022, p.82).

These testimonies illustrate how the future is not merely uncertain but actively foreclosed.
Therefore, young people are constantly “disenchanted about the future” (Muzzo et al, 2020,
p.43).

A 17-year-old boy explains: “I lived almost like in a small prison. I just sat at home and played
computer games all night, sometimes until six in the morning. When you don't go to school
and just play computer games, the days go by slowly and there's no point. Everything was just
like on pause” (Red Cross, 2023, p. 20). Another young man reflected: “I don't understand
why it has to be like this, and I can't see any way out. I feel like my life has come to a complete
standstill. I have wasted the last six years of my life on nothing in this asylum system” (Red
Cross, 2023, p. 22). Likewise, a resident explained: “The best years of our life have been

wasted in waiting”(visAvis,2022, p.23).
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Statements about having “wasted years” resonate directly with Goffman’s explanation that time
lost in total institutions is irreversible (Goffman, 1961, p.13). Years spent without education,
autonomy, or social participation cannot later be compensated. What is lost is not only
opportunity, but the narrative continuity of a life. As Bandak argues, the inability to project
oneself into a future produces a profound sense of existential disorientation, where hope is
replaced by endurance (Bandak & Janeja, 2018, p.9,18). One worker of Avnstrup described:
"It's simply so pointless. A young person of 16 or 17 years old should be full of enthusiasm
and courage for the future. But sometimes we can see...that they can't take it anymore" (Red
Cross, 2023, p.22).

Many residents, especially young people, complain that life in the camp is boring since there
is “nothing to do”(Reumert, 2012, pp.13-14). Boredom emerges as a central experiential
dimension of this temporal confinement. Yet boredom at Avnstrup is not trivial or incidental;
it is a symptom of enforced inactivity. As one resident explained: “The camps make inactivity
the only thing that happens” (visAvis, 2022, p. 13). Drawing on Wagner and Finkielsztein,
boredom can be understood not as an individual feeling, but as a governing strategy (Wagner
& Finkielsztein, 2021, p.649). Goffman already noted that total institutions generate boredom
through lack of meaningful work (Goffman, 1961, p.81). Yet strategic boredom goes further:
it actively dismantles motivation, aspiration, and initiative. Residents describe days filled with
repetitive routines that do not lead anywhere. Hence, strategic boredom erodes agency by
emptying time of direction, initiative, and purpose (Wagner & Finkielsztein, 2021, p.672-673).
A young resident described: “You get sick from living there, (you) become like animals: eating,
sleeping, eating, sleeping. Can’t do anything”(Reumert, 2012, p.13). Like an animal confined
in a cage that cannot move freely and eventually loses its strength (Fischer & Romero, 2019,
p.1), residents are subjected to conditions that erode their ability to act, decide, and exist as
autonomous subjects. The testimony describes how boredom and waiting erode a sense of
humanity and how the loss of control over one’s life trajectory generates a deep sense of
dehumanization. One resident concluded: “I just stay at my room...I have no job, just school
and home and sleep. I become fat here” (Reumert, 2012, p.14).

In addition, Reumert’s observation of an empty football field —even on a sunny day—offers
a powerful illustration of how activity becomes deprived of meaning under conditions of
prolonged waiting and confinement (Reumert, 2012, p.14). Despite the apparent availability of
space and facilities, the sports yards remain unused. As one young resident explained, the
football yard was “not a good yard”(Reumert, 2012, p.14), a statement that points less to the

quality of the infrastructure than to the absence of meaningful engagement. In Avnstrup,
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prolonged uncertainty undermines residents’ motivation to invest in place-based activities, as
actions cannot accumulate into belonging, progress, or future orientation. The empty sports
fields thus do not indicate passivity or lack of interest, but rather a condition in which activity
itself is emptied of significance, reflecting a broader erosion of everyday agency under
institutionalized waiting.

Moreover, the lack of autonomy includes everyday forms of leisure and information for
residents. One man explained that even access to television is restricted, noting that “the TV
has limited channels, so you only watch what the authorities want you to watch” (visAvis,
2022, p. 13). This illustrates how institutional regulation reaches into seemingly minor aspects
of daily life, shaping what residents are able to see, learn, and imagine. In this sense, even
leisure becomes regulated, further narrowing the space in which residents can exercise agency
or temporarily escape the conditions of confinement.

At the same time, this everyday life within Avnstrup is shaped not only by formal rules but
also by informal constraints. Research has documented the existence of unwritten norms, such
as restrictions on engaging in certain forms of social or spiritual activity, reinforcing the sense
of institutional control and lack of autonomy (Lindberg, 2022, p.101).

Over time, leisure activities, schooling, social relationships, and even psychological treatment
gradually lose meaning, as residents consider that their situation is hopeless, and thus, “can't
bear to live any longer” (Red Cross, 2023, p.23).This loss of motivation across multiple life
domains illustrates how the deprivation of agency unfolds gradually, through the ordinary
wearing down of desire, initiative, and future orientation, rather than through sudden
breakdown. In sum, the denial of education transforms youth into a prolonged present,

neutralizing social becoming and producing a future that is actively cancelled.

Psychological Deterioration

Parents experience this temporal stagnation as both personal devastation and parental failure.
In the visAvis text “A Mother in Two Different Worlds,” a woman contrasts what she had
experienced as normal life in Denmark before living in Avnstrup with everyday life in the
camp. In the “world of Denmark,” she says, motherhood is marked by predictability,
communication, and reliable institutions, enabling parents to plan for their children’s futures,
particularly in relation to schooling. “In the normal life, I would be ready for what will happen

to her [child]...In the world of the camp, they cut communication with you, they cut your ties
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to knowing the future for yourself and your children” (visAvis, 2021, p.14). The text shows
that life in Avnstrup is characterized by uncertainty, disrupted routines, and ack of information.
As a consequence, families experience Avnstrup as a space where parental authority is
systematically undermined, especially after long stays. Parents cannot decide where to live,
how to organize daily routines freely, or how to secure education and futures for their children.
The continuous dissatisfaction undermines parents’ capacity to provide care and to serve as
positive role models for their kids. Parenting under such conditions becomes an exercise in
endurance rather than aspiration, as parents struggle to protect their children from a futureless
present they cannot escape.

Psychological screenings show that 75 percent of parents at Avnstrup experience severe
psychological distress consistent with mental disorders. Over 60 percent report chronic
hopelessness, depression, nervousness, and exhaustion (Red Cross, 2023, p.3). A doctor at the
centre observed the impact of spending many years in the asylum system: “The fathers... are
quietly being broken down. They feel like they’re living in a prison, and it affects the whole
family” (Red Cross, p. 17).

Furthermore, many parents display symptoms of PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) not
only as a consequence of experiences in their countries of origin or during displacement, but
also due to events encountered within the Danish asylum and return system (Red Cross, 2023,
p.34). One reason could be due to the ongoing absence of predictability in their current
circumstances that inhibits recovery from earlier traumatic experiences. It is also possible that,
at the time of fleeing violence and insecurity in their country of origin, “they had greater
resources and faith in their own ability to act and possibilities in the future. A faith they have
gradually lost” (Red Cross, 2023, p.35).

Children are acutely aware of their families’ suffering and, in some cases, express fear that
their parents could commit suicide. One professional explains: “That's why they don't want to
go to school, and if they are at school, they can't concentrate at all. No matter how much the
parents try to hold back... the children pick up on it anyway. It can make the child confused
and in doubt about their own experience of reality” (Red Cross, 2023, p.26).

For example, a child told a psychologist that she has never seen her mother smile (Red Cross,
2023, p.26). This demonstrates that children worry about their parents, just as parents worry
about their children, creating a reciprocal dynamic in which distress circulates within the family
and reinforces itself. These experiences shape not only present suffering but future orientations

toward safety, belonging, and trust.
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Psychological evaluations reveal that 48% of the children display pronounced difficulties
related to emotional regulation, concentration, and hyperactivity. Moreover, 40% present
notable behavioural problems, while 16% experience challenges in forming and maintaining
peer relationships. In total, 56% of the children face serious difficulties in one or

more areas that negatively affect their well-being and everyday functioning. In addition, 44%
are assessed as being at a high risk of developing one or more psychiatric disorders. (Red
Cross, 2023, p.31).

Prolonged stress can have lasting effects on children, shaping both their present well-being and
long-term development, with consequences that may extend into adulthood. This is particularly
concerning for children who spend large parts of their childhood in the asylum and deportation
system, where everyday life is marked by persistent uncertainty, hopelessness, and
psychological strain. When these stress-producing conditions persist without regard for
children’s developmental needs or a foreseeable end, their well-being and development risk
irreversible harm (Red Cross, 2023, p.37).

As it can be noted, many stressed and mentally vulnerable individuals are forced to share
confined living spaces. This is part of the definition of total institutions: a large number of
individuals who share similar circumstances and live in the same place (Goffman, 1961, p.xxi).
In this case, children and adults who deal with intense psychological strain live in close
proximity. This creates conditions of constant alertness in which unrest and conflicts easily
arise. Therefore, children are frequently exposed to multiple frightening events, including
fights, unrest, threats, and violence (Red Cross, 2023, p.36). A resident explained: “It was really
hard to live at the asylum centre. 300 residents from different countries, different cultures (...),
all living there as guests”(Reumert, 2012, p.13). A mother further reflects: “Many families,
each with their own difficult situations, are gathered in one place far away from everything. If
children live here for a long time, I'm afraid they will become mentally ill” (Red Cross, 2023,
p-38).

This is reflected in the broader health outcomes observed, as a Red Cross doctor highlights,
there is a clear preponderance of consultations related to psychosomatic problems compared to
the surrounding population, pointing to a disproportionate burden of psychological distress
(Red Cross, 2023, p.26).

These dynamics illustrate how confinement in Avnstrup produces similar effects to those
associated with classic total institutions, not through physical enclosure, but through enforced
proximity, shared vulnerability, and the absence of protective boundaries. This idea is clearly

reflected in the following statement made by a resident, which emphasizes the collective impact
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of bringing together individuals who share the same adverse life circumstances: “We are all in
a bad place now” (Bendixen, 2021, p.7).

Ultimately, psychological distress, mental ill-health, anxiety, and depression are expected
responses to political measures that are deliberately rendering everyday life intolerable
(Lindberg, 2022, p.95-96). Danish policy explicitly frames harsh conditions and prolonged
uncertainty as incentives for return, while responsibility for children’s suffering is often shifted

onto parents’ alleged non-cooperation (Government of Denmark, 2019: para.6).

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has demonstrated that the deprivation of agency has a fundamental temporal
dimension. Through indeterminate waiting, the cancellation of education, strategic boredom,
and sustained psychological strain, residents are deprived of the capacity to project themselves
forward in time. Life is not actively terminated, but systematically suspended. As residents
repeatedly describe, they are “waiting to live,” caught in a condition where the present cannot
generate a future, which remains permanently out of reach.

The consequences of this temporal violence are profound. For children and young people,
denied education cancels social becoming. For parents, prolonged uncertainty erodes their
ability to protect, plan for, and nurture their children’s futures. Psychological distress,
resignation, and hopelessness emerge not as individual pathologies, but as expected responses
to a system that withholds futurity as a means of governance. In this way, time in Avnstrup
operates as a form of punishment without sentence, producing lives lived in suspension. The
deprivation of agency is thus enacted not through sudden rupture, but through the slow,

cumulative erosion of time, meaning, and the possibility of a livable life.

Chapter 8: Material Confinement

Introduction

While the deprivation of futurity and control of movement establish the structural conditions
of agency erosion in Avnstrup, this chapter argues that this is also lived, reproduced, and
intensified through everyday material confinement. Adopting Jefferson’s conceptualization of
confinement as experienced “materially, in terms of lack of opportunity and insecurity”

(Jefferson, 2014, p. 54), the analysis is structured around these two interconnected dimensions.

52



First, the chapter explores the material dimension of confinement, focusing on how the
systematic restriction of opportunities shapes everyday life, understood in light of Das’s work.
This includes limitations on access to employment, the regulation of food and consumption,
precarious housing conditions, and the impact on parental roles. Second, the chapter turns to
the dimension of insecurity, analysing how uncertainty and vulnerability are produced and
experienced. This section examines the fear of deportation, gendered forms of insecurity, and

the criminalization of youth.

Materiality through lack of opportunities

This section examines how agency deprivation is produced through the material conditions of
everyday life in Avnstrup. Rather than functioning as isolated limitations, these constraints
operate together to regulate autonomy and normalize dependency, shaping the conditions under

which residents are able—or unable—to act, plan, and sustain a viable life.

Restrictions on Access to Employment

Within the broader framework of restriction and control, adults are prohibited from formal
working regardless of their skills, qualifications, or motivations. This categorical prohibition
of work operates as a core characteristic of material confinement (Jefferson, 2014, p.54).

Like education, working opportunities - in the form of internships- are also dependent on
cooperation with repatriation policies. If residents choose not to cooperate, they lose access to
internships, do not receive money benefits (and are required to report to the authorities twice
daily). In contrast, adults who are assessed as cooperating can receive financial benefits to
re-establish themselves in their country of origin. They receive a child allowance for
dependents under the age of 18, although this support is limited to a maximum of two children
(Red Cross, 2023, p.14).

Nevertheless, for many, the prospect of financial support is secondary to, or overshadowed by,
a desire for safety and protection. This disconnect is illustrated in the following testimony of a
family moved to Avnstrup after seven years in the system: “My family and I said no. We have
not come to Denmark to get money. We have come to Denmark to be safe” (visAvis, 2022,
p.81).

Larsen conceptualizes the system of so-called “pocket money” as a key disciplinary
characteristic in Avnstrup. Rather than functioning merely as social support, pocket money

operates as a carrot-and-punishment technique, through which the state regulates behaviour
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and compliance. Consequently, it functions as a constant reminder of residents’ exclusion from
full adult autonomy (Larsen, 2018, p.9).

Moreover, Goffman describes the privilege system as a key form of control. On the one hand,
compliance is rewarded with minor privileges—Ilimited freedoms, or small comforts. On the
other hand, punishment means the withdrawal of these privileges (Goffman, 1961, pp.48-49).
These practices contribute to the limitation of agency, in which refugees are deprived of the
ability to earn their own income and sustain themselves independently.

One young man described how an opportunity to do an internship restored his sense of self,
only to be abruptly withdrawn because he could not cooperate with the return procedure: “I
helped lay floors, install a kitchen, lift windows...The company wanted to hire me — but... it
stopped from one day to the next. I am only 21 years old, and I feel like I have completely
stalled in my life... In those three months I got my hope back. But now I don’t have that
anymore. There is nothing to stand up for anymore, and all seems hopeless...I just want to be a
carpenter. They say there's a shortage of carpenters in this country. So give me permission to
do it” (Red Cross, 2023, p.22).

From a Goffmanian perspective, this prohibition constitutes a central characteristic of the
mortification of the self (Goffman, 1961, p.16). Work is not only a source of income but a core
marker of adult autonomy, dignity, and social contribution. Its removal reduces individuals to
passive recipients of institutional control.

Ergo, the prohibition of working dismantles adult identity and future orientation. Productive
activity becomes conditional obedience rather than agency, producing stalled lives

characterized by dependency, humiliation, and hopelessness.

Regulation of Food and Consumption

As previously discussed, families who do not cooperate in their deportation do not qualify for
financial assistance. Instead they can apply for clothing packages provided every six months;
and for supplementary provisions for children every two weeks (Red Cross, 2023, p.14).
During my internship residents explained that they knew donated clothes were unsold Red
Cross leftovers. This knowledge contributed to feelings of shame and reinforced a sense of
worthlessness, as they experienced their exclusion from ordinary economic life in a high way.
Residents neither receive cash to buy groceries. Instead, they receive an allowance on a
website. All food must be purchased through an online catalogue, “where they can only select
groceries from a limited list of items from a specific food service company” (Lindberg, 2022,

p.112), and the goods are delivered on a “a Tuesday and a Friday” (visAvis, 2022, p.14).
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One of the most promoted aspects of the transition from Sjalsmark to Avnstrup, apart from
the removal of fences, was the possibility for families to prepare their own meals (Bendixen,
2021, p.56). However, the food catalog system severely limits choice, quantity, and cultural
appropriateness, transforming everyday consumption into an administratively controlled
process. Residents claim that Herkram, the food service company, does not satisfy their
different cultural and dietary needs (Lindberg, 2022, p.112); and that the system is a source of
constant stress and humiliation.

A mother explained how the catalogue forces families into irrational and unaffordable
purchases: “If you want oil, the only choice...was a five-liter can for 23 euros. If your children
like noodles, you have to buy 24 [cans] at once.. These little practical and everyday things are
the hardest. Everything is too big or too expensive” (Gren et al., 2024, pp. 14—15). She also
explained the material reality of feeding a family: “because we are a family of 3, I have 405
kroner to feed all of us for a whole week. That is 19 kroner per day, per person, or €2,55”
(visAvis, 2022, p.14).

This testimony referring to “everyday things being the hardest” is a clear example that the
power of the Danish state is exercised through the micro-regulation of daily existence. This
aligns with Das’s description of the government descending into everyday life (Das, 2007,
p.77-78), intervening and shaping the intimate dimensions of residents' experiences. Thus,
grocery shopping becomes a marker of diminished autonomy, turning adults into individuals
effectively managed as dependents of the state. This restricts autonomy and reinforces
dependency, while masking institutional control.

In addition, residents report receiving spoiled food and sudden price changes without
explanation, emphasizing that “you don’t have the right to ask” (visAvis, 2022, p.15). One
resident highlighted that “things are expensive everywhere, but especially here” (visAvis,
2022, p.15). In turn, a mother compared the differences between “normal life” and Avnstrup:
“In the normal life, I get food from the African Shop...But if we are talking about food as an
asylum seeker in Denmark, I can say you don't have the privilege to choose your own food”
(visAvis, 2022, p.14).

These examples illustrate that although Avnstrup is often described as more humane because
families are allowed to cook, their autonomy is deeply constrained. One resident complained:
"We in Avnstrup are ruled by a dictatorship because it's a group of people who control another
group of people. How we should live, what we should eat" (Muzzo et al., 2020, p.40). Another
resident took this idea to an extreme: “they decide what you eat. I think if they could, they
would decide if you are supposed to breathe” (visAvis, 2024,p.14).
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Apart from the difficulty of buying food, shared kitchens further intensify stress. Families feel
that they were not fully appropriate for the quantity of residents. For example, one parent
described six families sharing four stoves and sinks, making daily meals a site of tension rather
than care (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

At the same time, differential treatment exposes arbitrariness. The head of Avnstrup for the
Red Cross informed: “We recently welcomed 20 women who were previously lodged at
Kershovedgard. They ate meals in a cafeteria that were served to them there. When they came
here, the administration didn’t want to improve their living standards. We therefore receive
frozen meals twice a week for these 20 women only, while the other residents can
cook”(Dumont, 2026. para.10).

Consequently, regulated consumption, cooking, and eating, produce dependency and
humiliation, eroding everyday autonomy. Cooking is permitted (for some), but choosing,
caring, and providing are not—embedding the erosion of agency into the most mundane acts

of survival.

Erosion of Parental roles

Material deprivation extends beyond food to everyday goods. Parents at Avnstrup describe the
emotional burden of constant refusal, especially when they are asked for toys or clothes. One
mother explained: “Most children know that sometimes you have to say no. But we have to say
no every single time” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

Moreover, when children compare their lives to those of peers outside the camp, families are
often left without meaningful explanations, reinforcing feelings of powerlessness. As one
parent describes: “When they meet their friends from before who are going to school and
gymnastics and ballet, they ask me “why can't we do that?”” These are the things I cannot really
explain so I tell them, “we don't have time”. What else can I say?”’(visAvis,2022, p,14).

As Goffman explains, in civil society individuals sustain identity through overlapping social
roles such as worker, parent, provider, and community member. Entry into a total institution
disrupts these roles, replacing them with a singular, stigmatized identity: that of the inmate
(Goffman, 1961, pp. 14-15). In Avnstrup, this role dispossession is prolonged and normalized,
leading parents to experience themselves as incapable, powerless, and reduced to dependence
on institutional authority.

Teachers indicate that going to school can also be a burden for some children, as they are highly
conscious of the inequalities between their own living conditions and those of their classmates.

For instance, many express frustration with the lengthy daily journeys on designated buses
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from the asylum centre to school, which they experience as restrictive and tedious (Reumert,
2012, p.13).

Everyday social practices further accentuate these disparities. Celebrating birthdays is often
difficult, leading children to refrain from inviting peers to their homes. One mother described
how this affects her children: “My oldest hasn't told the class where he lives. He is embarrassed
to live here” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

Children also become aware that other students can afford small purchases, such as visiting
Netto during recess, while they themselves lack the financial means to do so. In addition, they
are unable to participate in school trips abroad due to restrictions on travel permissions and re-
entry into Denmark, which serves to deepen and normalize these differences (Red Cross, 2023,
p.19). A parent explained: “My children are like prisoners here [...] It feels like they are being
punished without having any rights” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

Hence, material confinement limits agency, as parents are deprived of their capacity to provide,

while children gradually normalize this deprivation as part of everyday life.

Housing Conditions

The physical environment of Avnstrup contributes to the experience of agency erosion. For
example, there is an unwritten rule which prohibits personalising one’s room (Lindberg, 2022,
p.101). Consequently, the architecture has been described as standardized and impersonal,
producing a sterile atmosphere that diminishes individuality (Larsen, 2018, p.69).

In addition, families are often restricted to single rooms with poor ventilation. One resident
described her room as “horrible,” noting that “it has mould, which can affect your lungs, and
they don’t care about it” (visAvis, 2022, p.15). Another resident complained about the lack of
privacy: “if you have to get dressed, you have to do it in front of your kids...every human needs
time alone, but there is no alone time here... When you put [the kids] to bed, you have to go to
bed too, otherwise they can’t sleep”(visAvis, 2022, p.15). Approached through Goffman's
work, this invasion of privacy constitutes a central aspect of the mortification of the self
(Goffman, 1961, p.30, 32).

On the other hand, women experience additional vulnerability and unequal power relations.
Lack of privacy and shared facilities, such as toilets and showers, produce constant fear. A
mother from Morocco, explained that she had to accompany her daughter every time she went
to the toilet because “they felt insecure about men” in the corridor (Refugees Welcome, 2023,
p.28). She denounced that “one...man...was very pushy, but she didn't report it because he

didn't do anything, just followed them and looked” (Refugees Welcome, 2023, p.28). Another
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woman recounted how a man entered her room while she was sleeping because she had
forgotten to lock the door (Refugees Welcome, 2024, p.28). Finally, two locked corridors were
created exclusively for women and children to protect their safety (Refugees Welcome, 2024,

p.25).

Materiality through Insecurity

According to Jefferson, material confinement is defined by conditions of personal and social
insecurity, within life is inherently precarious and can at times become overtly dangerous
(Jefferson, 2014, pp.54-55). This section examines insecurity as both a structural and personal
reality, and how uncertainty, fear, and vulnerability shape residents’ lived experiences in

Avnstrup.

Fear of Deportations

Avnstrup's status as a “return” centre means that forced deportations can occur (Red Cross,
2023, p.27), thus residents live under the constant threat of deportation. A mother explains her
fear of being forced to return against her will: “My husband has political problems, so we
cannot return. That is why we cannot sign it either - everything else we can cooperate on - but
not to return”(Red Cross, 2023, p.39). For residents, going back “home” involves living in
unsafe environments marked by “war...and...occupation” (Lindberg, 2022, p.108), as well as
exposing their children to risks such as forced recruitment as soldiers (Steinicke, 2021, p.45).
The centre staff explain that, although some “voluntary departures” take place calmly, forced
deportations are usually very violent (Red Cross, 2023, p.27). This shapes everyday life
through pervasive fear, particularly in relation to night raids. A mother describes this time as
unbearable: “Any noise...scares you. The police come under the cloak of night...With Red
Cross staff... they can take you...you never know who they are coming for. You? Your
children? Your neighbours?...3am is the time where you’re running from something, but you
don’t know what you are running from” (visAvis, 2022, p.15).

In the same way, a woman explains the psychological atmosphere at Avnstrup when the police
arrive: “I hear some residents at the centre yelling and screaming when the police pick them up
late at night or early in the morning” (Reumert, 2012, p.22). A resident summarizes: The
police.. in the camps are... aggressive and mean” (visAvis, 2022, p.15).

This contributes to children also expressing fear about deportations, as illustrated by this

statement: “I'm always scared when I go to sleep. I'm most afraid that the police will take mom
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or dad” (Red Cross, 2023, p.18). Teachers say that after forced deportations, some children
begin bedwetting at night, lose their appetite and have some typical reactions to trauma. Many
of the kids have spent most or all of their lives in Denmark. For them, their country of origin
is closely associated with the fear they perceive in their parents, as well as with the frightening
narratives they hear about war, violence, and persecution (Red Cross, 2023, p.27).

Moreover, residents frequently describe their interactions with the police through metaphors of
dehumanization and loss of control. Some people compare their situation to that of animals
being managed by external authority, stating that “they bring the shepherd for the sheep”
(Larsen, 2018, p.48). Others emphasize the extent to which even the most basic aspects of self-
determination are removed, as illustrated in the claim that “the police decide how old I am, I
don’t decide that myself” (Reumert, 2012, p.23). These expressions point to a profound loss of
autonomy, where individuals are stripped of control over their own bodies, identities, and life
trajectories.

In this context, the deprivation of agency becomes not only structural but embodied, reducing
individuals to passive subjects under institutional control. As one resident observed, “they [Red
Cross] might help saving lives elsewhere, but here, they help killing us slowly” (Lindberg,
2022, p. 106), highlighting how harm is produced gradually through everyday conditions.

Gender Insecurity

As established earlier, the shared facilities in Avnstrup produce constant fear among women.
Empirical materials document cases of sexual harassment by staff members, illustrating the
extreme power imbalance between residents and staff. One woman described how a man at the
job centre asked her to have sex with him (Arjona Ariza, 2021, p. 44). Although the man was
eventually dismissed, the woman continued to fear retaliation, stating that she reported him to
the Chief of Avnstrup and the police, because she was afraid he could influence her asylum
case (Arjona Ariza, 2021, p. 44).

Furthermore, poverty and dependency expose women to prostitution, as some become reliant
on men outside the camps for survival (Arjona Ariza, 2021, p.8).

Therefore, material confinement exposes women to bodily risk, exploitation, and sexualized

power relations.
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Youth Criminalization

Material confinement also generates serious concern regarding youth vulnerability and
criminalization. Staff at Avnstrup express fear that young people are being recruited into
criminal networks due to poverty and lack of alternatives (Red Cross,2023,p.38).
Professionals emphasize that prolonged deprivation, frustration, and the impossibility of living
a “normal” life create conditions in which young people become particularly exposed to risk.
As one employee explained, feeling persistently mistreated and excluded, combined with the
lack of ways to earn money, makes young residents more susceptible to recruitment into
informal or illicit economies (Red Cross, 2023, p.23).

These concerns are echoed by parents, who describe concrete instances in which their children
have been approached to participate in illegal activities. One mother noted that her youngest
child had been asked whether he wanted to sell hashish, interpreting this as a clear indication
of the risks generated by life in the centre (Red Cross, 2023, p.38). Another parent expressed
fear that prolonged exposure to these conditions could result in criminal involvement, reflecting
a pervasive sense that childhood and adolescence are being damaged rather than protected (Red
Cross, 2023, p.38).

Young people themselves articulate this dynamic in similar terms. One resident explained that
persistent hopelessness and the absence of viable futures lead some youths to consider criminal
paths because they perceive no alternative way forward (Red Cross, 2023, p.39).

Social coordinators further explain that the restrictive institutional framework itself undermines
any meaningful form of crime prevention. Under ordinary circumstances, young people at risk
could be offered preparatory education or practical competency-building programs in exchange
for financial support. However, as one coordinator explains, such interventions are structurally
unavailable to young residents of Avnstrup precisely because they belong to rejected families
and fall under the authority of the Immigration Service. As a result, professionals describe
feeling institutionally “cut off” from preventive measures, while young people experience
themselves as unheard and unseen, leading to the gradual onset of hopelessness and
disengagement (Red Cross, 2023, p.23).

This contrast with the situation of Danish youth illustrates how material confinement produces
unequal life chances and reinforces exclusion. Governed through exceptional legal and
administrative frameworks, refugee camps such as Avnstrup operate outside the ordinary legal
order, positioning residents as outsiders to the host society. As Turner argues, these exceptional

arrangements extend beyond the spatial boundaries of the camp and shape everyday domains
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and contribute to sustained social marginalization (Turner, 2015, p.141). A mother points out
that children “grow up here, but are not like other Danish children...Denmark is a good
country... but unfortunately not for the asylum seekers” (visAvis, 2022, p.82).

In this context, vulnerability to criminalization does not emerge from individual failure, but
from a governance regime that systematically withholds resources, recognition, and

future-oriented support.

Concluding Remarks

Material confinement at Avnstrup does not merely reflect deprivation; it actively produces
dependency, infantilization, and moral devaluation. Through prohibition of work, restricted
consumption, unsafe living conditions, gendered vulnerability, and pervasive insecurity,
residents are prevented from sustaining themselves as social adults and are instead positioned
as permanently dependent subjects. As Jefferson explains: “in contexts of prolonged
deprivation, survival strategies may also include engagement in illicit economies such as drug
trade (including cannabis) or sex work” (Jefferson, 2014, p.54), a pattern that can also be
observed in Avnstrup.

Material confinement thus completes the process of agency erosion by embedding exclusion,
and worthlessness into the fabric of everyday life. As Das explains, the harm experienced by
residents emerges through mundane, chronic conditions that do not register as “big crises” but
nevertheless dismantle lives over time (Das, 2007, p.77-78). Insecurity colonizes everyday life,
producing anticipation, fear, and moral erosion. The loss of agency is not marked by physical

violence, but by the steady elimination of social roles, autonomy, and belonging.

Chapter 9: Deprivation of Health Access

Introduction

This chapter examines how residents are deprived of health access in Avnstrup. Health
constitutes the final and most intimate domain of agency: the body. Drawing on Povinelli’s
concept of slow death, Agamben’s notion of living death, and Goffman’s analysis of
institutional control over bodies, this chapter argues that when residents are unable to act upon

their own bodies—seek care, prevent illness, or heal—agency reaches its ultimate limit.
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Institutionalized Dependency

Access to healthcare is restricted to urgent and palliative care, meaning that asylum seekers are
not entitled to preventive, planned, or long-term treatment (Refugees Welcome, n.d., para. 4).
As one resident of Avnstrup explains: “You will only get treatment if it's life threatening. If
you are visibly, physically in pain, and they think you won't die on their floor, you can't get
help”’(visAvis, 2022, p.15). More complex medical interventions, such as surgeries or
psychiatric care, require prior authorization from the Danish Immigration Service, which must
agree to cover the associated costs. Necessary medication is distributed free of charge
(Refugees Welcome, n.d., para. 4), yet access remains tightly controlled. For example, one
woman describes being unable to chew due to jaw pain, only to be told to drink water. She
complains: “The treatment is a painkiller and water, for everything: wounds, headaches, cancer,
diabetes” (visAvis, 2022, p. 15).

Children formally have access to healthcare, but only through clinics located within asylum
centres. Each centre is equipped with a small internal health clinic where residents may consult
with a nurse or a doctor by appointment (Refugees Welcome, n.d., para. 4). For Kreichauf, this
is a way to “keep the people out of the society and the official health system because they have
their own doctors [and]...nurses”(Kreichauf, 2014, p.141). This institutional arrangement
removes residents ‘capacity to seek care independently, and as a consequence, health becomes
contingent on administrative permission rather than medical need. From a Goffmanian
perspective, the “mortification of the self by way of the body...may lead many inmates to feel
that they are in an environment that does not guarantee their physical integrity” (Goffman,
1961, p. 21), as control over the body is transferred from the individual to institutional authority
(Goffman, 1961, p.23). Therefore, by restricting healthcare to emergency survival and

administrative approval, the system produces dependency and strips residents of bodily agency.

Deprivation of Parental Agency

Access is further constrained by systemic understaffing, as doctors rotate between multiple
asylum and deportation centres and are often present at Avnstrup only once a week (visAvis,
2022, p. 15). This organisational logic becomes evident in residents’ accounts of seeking care
for their children. In one case, a mother brought her youngest daughter to the clinic due to a
widespread rash and intense itching. Despite the visible symptoms, she was told to return two

weeks later because staff were attending other severely ill children (visAvis, 2022, p. 15).
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Treatment was postponed not because the child did not require attention, but because there
were insufficient resources to respond in a timely manner.

In another case, a child suffering severe illness was repeatedly given ice-cream as “treatment”
until collapsing on the floor after two weeks. Only then he was finally hospitalized and
diagnosed with a virus (visAvis, 2022, pp.15-18). One mother describes this as a common state
of the physical and emotional services in Avnstrup. “Imagine us as a choir, several voices,
giving this same story of injustice. It is their job to care at the doctor's office, but they don't
really care about people” (visAvis, 2022, p.18).

Such situations produce profound feelings of impotence among parents, who find themselves
unable to care for or protect the health of their own children. Depending on an under-resourced
institutional system, parents cannot seek alternative medical assistance, decide when care is
necessary, or intervene when their children are suffering. This enforced inability to fulfil one
of the most basic parental responsibilities—safeguarding a child’s health—marks a severe
erosion of everyday agency. Health governance in Avnstrup thus not only affects individual

bodies but also undermines parental roles and family life.

Preventable Loss

Women living in the centre have pointed out that access to healthcare services remains severely
limited (Lindberg, 2022, p.110). Medical neglect has had devastating consequences for women,
particularly during pregnancy. Multiple women recount the case of a pregnant resident in
Avnstrup who several times reported bleeding—an obvious medical warning sign—only to be
told to rest (visAvis, 2022, p.18). They said: “it's normal, go home” and “everything is
okay”(visAvis, 2022, p.18). Medical staff failed to contact a hospital, and the woman
ultimately lost her child. Furthermore, she did not receive medicine to make the miscarriage
psychological and physically bearable, instead she was told to “go home” and that the problem
would “solve itself” (visAvis, 2022, p.18). As narrated collectively: “This was an entirely
preventable event if they had only called the hospital the first time. In this system, you fight
alone even when you are in the process of growing another human inside you”(visAvis, 2022,
p.18). This example illustrates how medical neglect exposes women to irreversible harm while

reinforcing dependency and fear.
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Slow Death, Living Death, and Biological Death

As explained before, Povinelli conceptualizes slow death as the ongoing, chronic, and ordinary
attrition of life, where harm unfolds through everyday deterioration rather than direct killing
(Povinelli, 2011, p.11). This description resonates strikingly with health conditions in
Avnstrup, where untreated pain and delayed care are normalized. Residents are being
dismissed, sent away with painkillers and water, or told that symptoms are psychosomatic. This
pattern reflects what Povinelli describes as the everyday drifting toward death: “one more sore;
a bad cold,... a small pain in the chest” (Povinelli, 2011, pp. 23—24). This way, restricted health
access transforms illness into a permanent condition of endurance, embodying slow death
rather than care.

Moreover, health deprivation also produces a condition of living death. Agamben defines this
as a state in which individuals remain biologically alive while stripped of the capacity to act or
care for themselves (Agamben, 2008, pp. 70-73). Testimonies from Avnstrup illustrate this
condition vividly. Beyond the historical and contextual differences with concentration camps,
this condition resonates with Agamben’s conceptualization: in such circumstances, survival
replaces care, and residents’ bodies cease to be sites of agency. When people in the camp cannot
act upon their own bodies, life persists only as a form of living death.

In extreme cases, the institutional neglect embedded in the asylum healthcare system has
resulted in preventable biological deaths. As reported by Kreichauf, serious symptoms were
dismissed as psychosomatic by Red Cross medical staff, and a patient subsequently died of a
heart condition (Kreichauf, 2014, p. 141), illustrating how the denial of bodily agency and

credible care can have fatal consequences.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has demonstrated that health governance in Avnstrup constitutes a central form of
agency erosion. By restricting access to healthcare, isolating residents from the public system,
and normalizing neglect, the Danish state deprives individuals of the ability to act upon their
own bodies. Health is reduced to emergency survival rather than care, producing conditions of
slow death, living death, and in some cases, even preventable biological deaths. When residents
can no longer protect their physical or mental integrity, agency collapses entirely. The
deprivation of health marks the final stage of the limitation of agency: life is biologically

sustained, yet the body itself becomes a site of abandonment.
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Chapter 10: Conclusion. Agency Death in Return
Centre Avnstrup

The objective of this thesis was to explore how residents in the Return Centre Avnstrup are
deprived of agency by the Danish state. Across Chapters 5 to 9, the analysis has demonstrated
that what is at stake is not simply the management of non-removable migrants, but the active
political production of a condition in which life is systematically deprived of the capacity to be
lived.

Chapter 5 established the structural and legal conditions that make this form of governance
possible. The principle of non-refoulement, alongside other legal and practical constraints,
prevents the Danish state from deporting certain individuals. However, as shown through
Bacchi’s WPR framework, the “problem” is not represented as the impossibility of deportation,
but as the continued presence of individuals who “do not leave.” This framing enables a specific
solution: rather than removing people directly, the state renders life intolerable. In this context,
the Danish government emerges as the central actor with agency, while residents are
progressively stripped of it.

Chapters 6 to 9 demonstrate how this strategy is implemented across multiple dimensions of
life, and how the Danish government tackles and limits the agency of Avnstrup’s residents. In
Chapter 6, the deprivation of control of movement reveals a form of confinement without
fences. Residents are placed in remote locations, with limited transport, strict reporting
obligations, driving bans, and constant surveillance. Movement is not eliminated, but
transformed into something controlled and meaningless—people can move, but not in ways
that allow them to sustain relationships, maintain families, or build a life. This produces not
immobility, but movement without agency. This reflects Foucault's argument that modern
power produces reality, and organizes spaces, bodies and behaviours (Foucault, 1978, p.137).
Chapter 7 showed how agency is further eroded through the deprivation of futurity.
Indeterminate temporariness prevents residents from planning or imagining a future. Unlike
prison, where sentences have an end, Avnstrup produces a temporal condition in which time
does not accumulate and life cannot progress. The restriction of access to education and the
psychological deterioration that follows demonstrate that without futurity, action itself
becomes impossible.

Chapter 8 examined how agency deprivation is embedded in the material conditions of
everyday life, drawing on Jefferson’s framework (Jefferson, 2014, p.44). Residents are denied

access to employment, money, and basic economic participation. Food is regulated through
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restrictive catalogues, limiting choice, cultural practices, and autonomy over consumption.
Parents are unable to provide for their children, cook freely, or maintain dignity in everyday
life. Housing conditions remove privacy and even the most basic aspects of life, such as eating,
are regulated. The impossibility of deciding on daily necessities illustrate how autonomy is
removed at the micro-level. Life becomes administratively managed down to its smallest
details, producing dependency and humiliation. Framed through Das (2007, p.77-78), the
Danish government “descends into the ordinary” and penetrates into the intimate domains of
life in Avnstrup.

At the same time, insecurity operates as a central form of control. Residents live under the
constant threat of deportation, violence, and criminalization. Women fear using basic facilities
such as toilets, while survival strategies may include entering exploitative activities, such as
prostitution. Children grow up in contexts of fear, and youth are increasingly exposed to
criminalization and drug-related economies. Everyday life becomes risky, unstable, and
unpredictable.

Chapter 9 pushed this logic to its limit by examining the deprivation of health access. When
individuals are unable to act upon their own bodies—to seek care, prevent illness, or ensure
well-being—agency reaches its final boundary. Here, the analysis connects with Povinelli’s
(2011) concept of slow death and Agamben’s (2008) notion of living death. Life continues
biologically, but without the capacity for self-care or recovery. The body itself ceases to be a
site of agency.

When considered together, these chapters demonstrate that Avnstrup cannot be understood as
a classical total institution. While it shares features with Goffman’s (1961) characteristics—
such as surveillance, role dispossession, limited autonomy, and regulation of everyday life—it
operates differently and pursues other objectives. Avnstrup does not aim to fully enclose or
discipline individuals into a stable institutional order. Residents are not meant to be punished,
rehabilitated, treated, corrected, or permanently contained.

Therefore, Avnstrup is not merely a site of institutional control, nor simply an instance of civil
death; rather, it represents a process through which life is progressively hollowed out. One of
the main differences with total institutions is that an individual may be civically “dead” while
still retaining the capacity to make decisions, organize their life, act and resist. Even within
prison settings, individuals may have access to education and employment, enabling them to
earn money, contribute to their subsistence, or prepare for a future beyond confinement.

In Avnstrup, however, the capacity to act is systematically extinguished. Even when residents

develop small practices to regain a degree of control over their lives, these are systematically
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restricted or eliminated by the state. As de Certeau emphasizes, such practices function as
tactics through which individuals appropriate time and space within structures of control (de
Certeau, 1984, p.29-37). In this context, the suspension of driving licences not only limits
mobility but actively suppresses these tactics.

In Avnstrup, residents lose their roles as workers, parents, and social participants. Families are
separated, relationships disrupted, and identities destabilized. The “mortification of the self”
described by Goffman is present, but here it extends further: not only is the self broken, but the
capacity to act in everyday life is actively dismantled. The system does not simply discipline—
it suffocates.

This is not abandonment. It is not an unintended or collateral consequence. It is an intentional,
state-engineered strategy. The Danish government systematically removes access to rights,
resources, and possibilities, creating a space where life becomes as difficult as possible without
formally violating legal constraints. Social benefits are restricted, everyday behaviour is
regulated, and dependency is enforced. Residents are not left alone—they are governed through
deprivation.

The result is a condition that I have chosen to conceptualize as "agency death": a form of
existence in which individuals remain biologically alive but are deprived of meaningful control
over their lives. Drawing on Ortner (2016) and Mahmood (2011), who conceptualize agency
as the capacity to act and respond within conditions of power, "agency death" represents its
opposite. Therefore, residents become socially and existentially suspended—similar to what
has been described as living dead. Life continues, but without control of movement, futurity,
autonomy, and care. Under these conditions, life is reduced to compliance, endurance, and
mere survival.

However, the concept of "agency death" does not describe the intensity of suffering. One can
suffer and still act, but under conditions of "agency death", action itself is structurally blocked.
This distinction is essential: what is at stake is not pain, scarcity, or hardship alone, but the
intentional dismantling of the conditions that make agency—and therefore a livable life—
possible. Individuals are neither fully confined nor free, neither alive in a social sense nor dead
in a biological one. They exist instead in a state of living death, maintained in existence while
deprived of the means to live.

Rather than killing, fully incarcerating, or deporting, the state governs by asphyxiating life until
it becomes uninhabitable. Power is exercised not through direct coercion, but induced by the

slow suffocation of agency. As a result, the state aims to indirectly promote deportation by
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rendering life progressively unlivable. This form of power operates without expulsion, without
formal deportation, and without total confinement.

The Danish state governs by systematically reducing everyday agency until staying becomes
more destructive than leaving. Ultimately, this produces a paradox: individuals who left their
countries to avoid death find themselves in a condition that is, in many ways, worse—not in
terms of immediate physical violence, but in the systematic destruction of the capacity to live.
Faced with this condition, “departure” appears not as a choice, but as the only remaining form
of agency. One either leaves, or remains in a state of living death. If individuals leave, agency
is restored; if they stay, it is progressively extinguished. This reveals a fundamental
transformation in migration governance: from direct expulsion to indirect coercion, where the
state produces conditions in which individuals are compelled to deport themselves.

In the case of Avnstrup, life becomes unlivable, not through overt violence or incarceration,
but through the systematic deprivation of control of movement, future, material autonomy, and
good health. Life continues, but without the ability to move, decide, plan, sustain oneself, or
reproduce everyday social life. What dies is not the body, nor legal status alone, but the
practical possibility of living as an acting subject.

Notably, Avnstrup is often considered the most favourable centre for children, as conditions in
other centres are reported to be even more restrictive and precarious. Precisely for this reason,
it becomes essential to ask how such disparities are produced and normalized. In conclusion,
revisiting Povinelli invites us to question how Avnstrup exemplifies the “unequal distribution

of life and death, of hope and harm, and of endurance and exhaustion” (Povinelli, 2011, p. 10).
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Appendix

Tablel: Thematic Analysis

Data Extract

“I live in a forest, far from everything. You
feel really isolated from society, and it’s
difficult to connect with people outside”

(Reumert, 2012, p15)

“We have to physically show the authorities
that we are here twice a day, it feels more

like we are trapped” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38)

“When I do something [driving], my heart is
happy” (Gren, 2024, p.104)

“Now there are no fences, instead we are in
the middle of a forest... It feels like a green
prison” (Red Cross, 2023, p. 38)

“Some of the children have been all the way
around this system: Sandholm, Avnstrup,
Kongelunden, their own house, Sjelsmark,
and now back in Avnstrup”(Bendixen, 2021,

p. 44)

“When I say 13 years... I also think it's
crazy” (Red Cross, 2023, p.39)

“We are stuck... just waiting to live”

(Lindberg, 2022, p.108)

“Everything was just like on pause” (Red
Cross, 2023, p.20)

Code

Social and spatial

isolation

Administrative
Surveillance and

control

Loss of mobility

autonomy

Perceived

confinement

Forced relocation

and instability

Existential waiting

Stuckness

Suspended life

Pattern

Restriction of

movement

Restriction of

movement

Restriction of

movement

Restriction of

movement

Forced Mobility

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Theme (Chapter)

Deprivation of
control of
Movement

(Chapter 6)

Deprivation of
control of
Movement

(Chapter 6)

Deprivation of
control of
Movement

(Chapter 6)

Deprivation of
control of
Movement

(Chapter 6)

Deprivation of
control of
Movement

(Chapter 6)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)
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“I have wasted the last six years of my

life” (Red Cross, 2023, p.22)

“You...become like animals: eating,
sleeping, eating, sleeping”(Reumert, 2012,
p.13)

“Life feels like a slow death...I feel that I am
dying, but my body is moving” (visAvis,
2022,p.82)

“No school, no universities and no future”

(Muzzo et al., 2020,p.42)

“The fathers... are quietly being broken
down... it affects the whole family” (Red
Cross, p. 17).

“There is a clear preponderance ...of
inquiries about psychosomatic problems
compared to the surrounding society” (Red

Cross,2023, p.26)

“They decide what you eat. I think if they
could, they would decide if you are supposed

to breathe” (visAvis, 2024,p.14)

“The company wanted to hire me... it

stopped” (Red Cross, 2023, p.22)

“You don't have the privilege to choose your

own food” (visAvis, 2022,p.14)

“But we have to say no every single

time” (Red Cross, 2023, p.38).

Wasted time

Dehumanization

Slow death

Erosion of social

becoming

Erosion of Parental

roles

Psychosomatic

distress

Extreme

institutional control

Restricted access to

employment

Loss of autonomy

in daily life

Loss of provider

role

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Indeterminate

Temporariness

Restriction of

opportunities

Psychological

Deterioration

Psychological

Deterioration

Lack of

opportunities

Lack of
opportunities

Lack of

opportunities

Lack of
opportunities

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Deprivation of
Futurity (Chapter
7)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material

Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)
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“The room.. is horrible. It has mould, which
can affect your lungs, and they don’t care

about it”(visAvis, 2022, p.15)

“[My son] risks being recruited as a child

soldier”(Steinicke, 2021, p.45)

“This guy with the position in the job centre
asked me to have sex with him in the car”

(Arjona Ariza, 2021, p. 44)

“I'm afraid they [young people]

will..become... criminals” (Red Cross, 2023,

p-38)

“If they think you won’t die on their floor,
you can’t get help” (visAvis, 2024, p.15)

“Every time they went to the clinic, they
gave him ice-cream... How this is medicine, I

don't know”(visAvis, 2022, p.18).

“You fight alone even when you are in the
process of growing another human inside

you”(visAvis, 2022, p.18)

“The nurse said it is all psychosomatic. The
lady later died of heart condition" (Kreichauf,
2014, p. 141)

Unsafe living

conditions

Fear of deportation

and harm

Gender-based

vulnerability

Fear of youth

criminalization

Perceived
institutional

abandonment

Parental

helplessness in care

Lack of maternal

support and care

Biological

deterioration

Lack of

opportunities

Insecurity

Insecurity

Insecurity

Institutionalized

Dependency

Loss of parental

agency

Preventable death

Preventable

Death

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Material
Confinement

(Chapter 8)

Deprivation of
Health Access
(Chapter 9)

Deprivation of
Health Access
(Chapter 9)

Deprivation of
Health Access
(Chapter 9)

Deprivation of
Health Access
(Chapter 9)
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