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Preface 

Roughly five and a half years later and I am still able to describe her image as 

if it were one from my own personal stack of photographs at home, captured 

snapshots of those whom I hold near and dear. Blonde long hair parted in the 

middle, blue eyes staring straight into the camera, pale complexion, neutral 

smile, mouth closed, pearl earring on her left ear exposed to our gaze. As 

Jenny Edkins states, “[w]hile a photograph appears to record a moment that 

has inevitably passed, in itself, as a photograph, it is equally present. The eyes 

in the photograph still gaze determinedly direct at us, undaunted by the im-

possibility of this look.”1 Although I have never met the subject of the photo-

graph, I can reproduce what has become summarized as the common narrative 

of her life, as ingrained in the minds of most Swedes who watch, read, or listen 

to the news. The subject of the photograph is Lisa Holm, a 17-year-old Swe-

dish girl who was reported missing on June 7, 2015, when she failed to return 

home that night after leaving the café where she worked near the town of 

Skövde. Her body was discovered five days later on a farmyard property, and 

there was evidence that she had been brutally murdered.2  

The photograph is ingrained in my memory because of its mass reproduc-

tion through television sets and its eternalization through printed newspapers. 

It felt as if everywhere you turned that sleepy summer week, you were unable 

to escape her stare, as “[t]he photographs of the missing are a precious rem-

nant, a proof that this person exists. This is a person, a missing person, they 

proclaim. Here is my sister, my husband, my son, my friend.”3 The search for 

Lisa Holm invoked a widespread community response, in a country famously 

stereotyped for its lack of community networks, with hundreds of people re-

lentlessly and meticulously ransacking nearby fields in the hopes of finding 

her before her tragic fate was confirmed. At the time of her disappearance, I 

was working as a caseworker for the Swedish Migration Agency,4 registering 

asylum claims and conducting the first initial interview upon arrival in this 

country.5 I recall sitting at a desk while listening, with awkward fascination, 

                                                      
1 Edkins 2007, 29. 
2 Forsberg 2015.  
3 Edkins 2007, 29. 
4 The Swedish Migration Agency is responsible for registering and processing asylum claims 

on behalf of the Swedish state. 
5 To read more about what this experience can represent, please refer to a narrative piece I wrote 

about the meeting between a caseworker and an asylum-seeker (from the perspective of the 

caseworker) at a Swedish Application Unit. See: Hammarstedt 2017.  
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to the radio as they were reporting live from the search. Smack. The sound of 

a stack of blue folders hitting the desk, balanced beneath the hand of my team 

leader at the unit and a voice asking: “Could you close these cases? They’re 

unaccompanied minors who have applied for asylum and then disappeared.6 

We don’t know where they are.”  

The contrast was overwhelming: listening to a community in shreds over 

their missing Lisa, while the anonymous hundreds had their cases closed when 

they were administratively expelled from the system with the click of a mouse. 

The bureaucratic routines would often entail expelling the missing individual 

from our system, contradicting what is often portrayed in the literature as the 

notion of being under the state’s watchful eye. Often these folders contained 

no photographs of the individual, no proof that the person had existed and no 

confirmation that they continue to exist. Not present, no longer our responsi-

bility. According to Judith Butler, we are always confronted with, and in this 

sense participating in, violent orderings that frame certain lives as worthy of 

mourning and others as not, creating a polarization of grievable and ungriev-

able lives.7 I therefore recall feeling an embarrassed naivety over my obses-

sion with the question of “how can no one care where these kids have gone?” 

Yet looking back at that day, I now realize the complexity that needs to be 

unpacked, a complexity that perhaps goes beyond the politics of grievability 

and mourning.    

With this stack of blue folders on the table in front of me, missingness in 

relation to those seeking asylum could no longer be written off as something 

that occurs “somewhere else.” Those seeking asylum often told me narratives 

of the traumatic ruptures of being separated from loved ones while fleeing to 

Sweden, of relatives now missing somewhere along the lines drawn on a map. 

Missingness could no longer be confined to this (problematically) normalized 

narrative, which assumes that wanting or needing to go missing is something 

that occurs before reaching one’s “final destination.” This narrative assumes 

that missingness belongs to a temporal and spatial past of elsewhere, such as 

within conflict zones on route to Europe, or within lesser-resourced European 

countries often scolded for their “barely functioning” asylum systems by 

richer-resourced European countries. The blue folders were proof that miss-

ingness, regardless of when and where it occurs in the process of seeking asy-

lum, is inevitably entangled with, inseparable from, and a consequence of the 

asylum regime as a whole. It occurs at all sites where asylum policies and 

practices are performed. Yet as a caseworker, I was part of a system that was 

meant to be dealing bureaucratically with a population, a system equipped to 

register, and administer life. I did not feel equipped to deal with missingness, 

a state which often entailed that neither life nor death could be confirmed in 

the gaze of state institutions. Hence, I embarked upon writing this thesis, in 

                                                      
6 Note that, in this case, the term unaccompanied minors often refers to those under the age of 

18 who are applying for asylum without the presence of a parent or legal guardian.    
7 See: Butler 2006.   
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the hopes of reaching a conclusion beyond who disappears and who doesn’t, 

who is allowed to disappear and who isn’t, who wants to disappear and who 

doesn’t – although these are important questions indeed – and instead I al-

lowed myself to be immersed in the complexity and ambiguity I soon discov-

ered missingness to be.    
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1. Introduction 

 …[B]efore the Law stands a door-keeper on guard. To this door-keeper there 

comes a man from the country who begs for admittance to the Law. But the 

door-keeper says that he cannot admit the man at the moment. The man, on 

reflection, asks if he will be allowed, then, to enter later. ‘It is possible,’ answers 

the door-keeper, ‘but not at this moment.’ Since the door leading into the Law 

stands open as usual and the door-keeper steps to one side, the man bends down 

to peer through the entrance. When the door-keeper sees that, he laughs and 

says: ‘If you are so strongly tempted, try to get in without my permission. But 

note that I am powerful. And I am only the lowest door-keeper. From hall to 

hall, keepers stand at every door, one more powerful than the other. Even the 

third of these has an aspect that even I cannot bear to look at’…he decides that 

he had better wait until he gets permission to enter. The door-keeper gives him 

a stool and lets him sit down at the side of the door. There he sits waiting for 

days and years. -Franz Kafka8  

 

…[T]he people are those who, refusing to be the population, disrupt the system.  

-Michel Foucault9 

 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the governance of missingness within the 

asylum regime in Sweden. By interviewing state employees who manage the 

asylum-seeking process and are employed to administer lives within this pro-

cess, this thesis delves into how missingness and governance relate to one an-

other. It thereby proposes the following question for inquiry: how is missing-

ness governed within the Swedish asylum regime, and what does this tell us 

about different technologies of power involved in the governance of migra-

tion? When someone applies for asylum but then disappears at some point 

during the asylum-seeking process, state employees may wonder why that per-

son has disappeared, where they might physically be, if they will come back, 

if they are even alive, and how to manage their case in the present and there-

after. Being missing is often equated with being undocumented, but there are 

many different factors beyond undocumentedness that can contribute to 

“(in)voluntary”10 disappearances. These include, for example, failed asylum 

                                                      
8 Kafka 2009, 197. 
9 Foucault 2009, 44. 
10 The terms voluntary, involuntary, and (in)voluntary are put in quotation marks throughout 

this thesis, as I acknowledge that the demarcation of these categories and their ascriptions to 

the missing subject is a power move in itself.     
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claims and their legal/political/social consequences, wanting/needing to seek 

asylum in another country after an (un)planned registration with migration au-

thorities, wanting/needing to return to another country or to relocate to another 

part of Sweden for various reasons, misunderstandings with the authorities, 

and/or being exposed to human trafficking networks either before or after ar-

rival in Sweden.11 There are many ways to conceive of the “missing” in Swe-

den. Consequently, missingness as a term incorporates the ambiguity and un-

certainty that surrounds a disappearance for state institutions, thereby calling 

into question how it can be governed.   

Sweden is a credible case for studying how missingness is governed, as it 

can be considered a highly controlled and comprehensive welfare state12 that 

functions through logics of incorporating one into a system of bureaucracy, 

entailing that you are either present or absent from this system. Missingness 

as a site of struggle for governance becomes especially striking in such a case, 

as it entails an inbetweeness for these logics, because the missing are at first 

glance neither fully present nor absent. In the media and by politicians, dis-

courses are often produced in which asylum-seekers who have had their asy-

lum claims denied, and subsequently reside in Sweden as undocumented, are 

often referred to as “hidden” (in Swedish: gömda), a term that, according to 

Erika Sigvardsdotter, is “reproducing the notion of ‘they’ never being visible 

among ‘us.’”13 Undocumented individuals in Sweden are officially rendered 

absent in the sense that there is no corresponding legal or socio-political pres-

ence alongside their physical presence.14 In being spoken for and about, miss-

ing asylum-seekers in Sweden are, paradoxically and simultaneously, also 

made present through the diverse humanitarian versus security agendas stra-

tegically ascribed to them. By focusing our attention on the state employees 

expected to manage missingness, the riddle of missingness and its multitude 

of trajectories begin to unfold.  

The Swedish Migration Agency (SMA), the agency in charge of registering 

and processing asylum claims on behalf of the Swedish state, registered 

43,473 asylum-seekers as absconding between 2015 and 2020.15 There are, for 

many reasons, no exact figures on how many undocumented migrants there 

are in Sweden.16 Some will be incorporated into the category of absconding 

(the official terminology used by the SMA to describe those initially missing), 

while others will not. As previously mentioned, the uncertainty that this entails 

                                                      
11 These factors are summarized from my own experience working as a caseworker at the Swe-

dish Migration Agency and the individuals whom I was in contact with.  
12 Hellgren 2014, 1179. 
13 Sigvardsdotter 2013, 529. 
14 Ibid., 523. 
15 However, the definitions that are used as a basis for these statistics will be analyzed in Chapter 

5. These statistics were provided through email correspondence with the SMA’s Statistics and 

Analysis Department (see: Migrationsverket 2021b). To view these statistics, see: Appendix II.    
16 Hellgren 2014, 1179. 



 

7 

for understanding the phenomenon of missingness is “particularly problematic 

for a highly controlled, comprehensive welfare state like Sweden.”17 In order 

to access most institutions in Sweden, for example, one needs to obtain a per-

sonal identity number,18 a controversial topic of debate for those who have 

moved to Sweden and run into many obstacles and bureaucratic hoops to jump 

through, before finally experiencing the official “rite of passage” (i.e., getting 

the final four numbers to complete one’s personal identity number). One can 

thus assume that a highly controlled and comprehensive welfare state func-

tions through logics of incorporating one into a system of bureaucracy, entail-

ing that the subject is either present or absent within this system. For a country 

such as Sweden, incorporating populations into a system of bureaucratic man-

agement appears to be paramount to the overall functioning of the welfare 

state.  

Hence, there appears to be a system of bureaucracy in Sweden that func-

tions through ordering logics of presence and absence, i.e., subjects are incor-

porated into the system and thereby managed, or subjects are expelled from 

the system and thereby no longer managed. Little space is left for anything in 

between. Ordering logics such as these can be seen as an attempt to securely 

place subjects into neat categories of management, as “[w]hat sovereign 

power cannot tolerate is the ambiguity of subjects.”19 However, when it comes 

to missing subjects, the state also appears to have its own hand in the produc-

tion and/or existence of this ambiguity. For example, in February 2015, the 

United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child criticized Sweden for 

its lack of both action on and investigation into the disappearances of unac-

companied minors20 seeking asylum within the country.21 Following this cri-

tique, the Region of Stockholm established a network of institutions and or-

ganizations regularly in contact with unaccompanied minors and developed a 

project plan, their goal of which was to increase efficiency and cooperation 

with the network, and work proactively to decrease disappearances.22 Never-

theless, despite the UN’s criticism of Sweden and the creation of this network, 

disappearances within Sweden continue to occur. The second half of 2015 

brought about significant changes to Sweden’s asylum policies and practices, 

                                                      
17 Ibid. 
18 The final four digits in one’s Swedish personal identity number is given either upon birth as 

a Swedish citizen or when one has obtained a residence permit and is registered in the Swedish 

Population Register. See: Skatteverket (no date).  
19 Shindo 2018, 194.  
20 According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), “[a]n unac-

companied minor is a person who is under the age of eighteen, unless, under the law applicable 

to the child, majority is, attained earlier and who is ‘separated from both parents and is not 

being cared for by an adult who by law or custom has responsibility to do so.” See: The UN 

Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 1997, 1.  
21 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2017a, 5. 
22 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (no date b.).  
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which not only continue to affect adults, families, and unaccompanied minors 

seeking asylum today, but are also assumed to have contributed to an increase 

in disappearances.  

As asylum policies and practices have been tightened around Europe and 

been justified as a reaction to the 2015 event commonly referred to and bap-

tized as the “refugee crisis,”23 Sweden drastically changed its asylum policies 

and practices with the aim to solely meet the European Union’s minimum re-

quirements. This move consequently sparked headlines across the world, such 

as “Sweden slams shut its open-door policy towards refugees.”24 As presented 

by the Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Löfven and Green Party spokesperson 

Åsa Romson at a press conference in November 2015, these regulations in-

cluded, among other things, nearly dismantling the right to family reunifica-

tion, issuing temporary residency permits instead of permanent residency per-

mits (with an exception made for resettlement/quota refugees, and children 

and families whose asylum claims were registered before the press conference 

but were still waiting for a decision), as well as tightening the border through 

identification controls in relation to all entrance ports to Sweden.25 A change 

in legislation on July 20, 2016, entailed that “...the right to financial assistance 

in the form of daily allowance and housing ended for those aged 18 and over 

whose asylum claims have been rejected or who have received deportation 

decisions and where the time limit for voluntary return had run out.”26 

Leading up to this change in legislation, the SMA provided the government 

with a prognosis stating that they predicted that circa 46,000 asylum-seekers 

who had formally been denied asylum would “disappear” and that their cases 

would thereby be handed over by the Migration Agency to the police.27 Ac-

cording to this prognosis, the enforcement of new and rigid asylum policies 

and practices would consequently incite more disappearances. According to 

Per Löwenberg, a group manager at the National Border Police, although 

some of those “wanted” by the police have indeed left the country without 

informing any authorities, many will, nonetheless, be living “without proper 

                                                      
23 According to UNHCR, as of December 7, 2015, more than 911,000 “refugees and migrants” 

arrived in Europe during that year, with an estimated 3,550 lives lost at sea (see: Spindler 2015). 

According to the SMA, 162,877 individuals applied for asylum in Sweden during 2015. Of 

these applicants, 35,369 were unaccompanied minors (see: Migrationsverket 2016). This in turn 

sparked a debate in the media as to whether one should refer to those arriving in Europe as 

refugees or as migrants (see: Corabatir 2015; and BBC News 2015). Creating less of a debate 

were the powerful consequences of calling what was happening a crisis, in particular a refugee 

crisis, and what the political and social effects of this would be. I thereby choose to put the 

refugee crisis in quotation marks.  
24 Crouch 2015. 
25 Holm and Svensson 2015. 
26 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016a, 7-8.  
27 Delling 2016.  
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documentation” in Sweden.28 He went on to state, “[a]n enormous amount of 

people are going to abscond. It is very problematic. We find roughly between 

10 and 20 percent of those who abscond.”29 As shown thus far, not only are 

those who go missing quantified and thereby clustered together in their por-

trayal as a collective population by state institutions, but those who are pre-

dicted to potentially go missing are nevertheless quantified as well. Drawing 

on the work of Arjun Appadurai, Shahram Khosravi notes, “[s]overeign au-

thority needs and demands ‘knowledge’ in the form of numbers and statistics 

in order to have an idea of the extent of the ‘problem’,” constructing and mak-

ing “visible ‘illegal’ migrants as a category.”30  

What can be seen thus far is that, despite the United Nations Committee on 

the Rights of the Child’s critique of Sweden for its lack of both action on and 

investigation into the disappearances of unaccompanied minors, recent legis-

lation changes have simultaneously been criticized by state institutions work-

ing with asylum-seekers for (in)directly encouraging disappearances. In an 

asylum regime where asylum-seekers are consistently reminded of the im-

pending threat of detention if they do not adhere to the laws, laws are simul-

taneously put in place where the right to housing is suspended if one does not 

cooperate, leaving one with limited opportunities to “stay visible.” Other asy-

lum-seekers are caught in a limbo between presence and absence, as their 

claims to asylum have been denied, but their deportation is impossible to im-

plement.31  What we can see is that the Swedish asylum regime has tightened 

its asylum policies and practices, while admitting that this system will increas-

ingly lead to more disappearances, thereby (in)directly creating and facilitat-

ing a space of inbetweeness and (re)producing a subject: the missing subject.   

As Nevzat Soguk and Geoffrey Whitehall state, “[m]ovement, in all its mo-

dalities, disembeds identity from modern attempts to permanently situate and 

fix people’s identities within the spatial territorial boundaries of the state.”32 

According to this argument, the movement of going missing can disrupt mod-

ern attempts to secure fixed identities within the state. Missingness occupies 

a space of inbetweeness, of not being fully present or absent within a system, 

and can thereby pose challenges for bureaucratic systems structured around 

logics of presence and absence, as state institutions (and thereby state employ-

ees) are expected to deal with this ambiguous space. This paradox, where it 

                                                      
28 It should be noted that the Swedish terminology used by Per Löwenberg and often used to 

define those who have applied for asylum, received a negative decision, and then continued to 

live in Sweden despite having received a decision that they are no longer permitted to legally 

stay in Sweden as the time frame for their “voluntary” return has expired, is papperslösa which 

literally translates into “without papers.” See: Delling 2016.  
29 Ibid (note: my own translation of the quote from Swedish to English).  
30 Khosravi 2010, 99. 
31 This may be due to reasons such as “…their home country refuses to accept them back, that 

they are stateless or because of medical reasons.” See: Sveriges Radio 2016. 
32 Soguk and Whitehall 1999, 697.  
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appears that state institutions will at times demand visibility, and other times 

facilitate invisibility, contradicts the idea of the state as all-knowing, all-in-

corporating, and all-seeing, where “…in times of security and surveillance,” 

its primary agenda is to gain control through surveillance practices.33 Conse-

quently, this points to the need to investigate the ways in which the state, or-

ganized around governing logics of presence and absence, struggles with man-

aging or attempts to manage the ambiguity and complexity of missingness.  

 

1.1 Research aim and research question 

As the idea that asylum-seekers go missing/are able to go missing is critiqued 

by actors beyond Sweden’s borders, but also from within the Swedish asylum 

regime itself, scenarios are presented where missing asylum-seekers appear to 

challenge the system. When the Swedish state expresses hopes of increasing 

incentives for “voluntary” returns to “origin countries,” its state institutions 

also acknowledge that this move will paradoxically push more people to 

(in)voluntarily gå under jorden, a Swedish term that translates into “go under-

ground.” It should be noted that living in a society as “undocumented” or “out-

side the system” can often entail dire humanitarian consequences for those 

individuals labelled as such, leading to precarious and insecure lived reali-

ties.34 These consequences are often weighed against what many fear in rela-

tion to being deported, leaving many to feel that they have no other choice but 

to live “outside the system.” When an increasing number of asylum-seekers 

attempt to escape the visibility of the state’s gaze, in a context where stricter 

and harsher asylum policies and practices are being enforced, it is important 

to examine the ruptures, breakages, and loopholes within the system itself, 

within the migration management apparatus. In her analysis of detention cen-

ters, Elizabeth Dauphinee states that “...even the most violently enclosed sys-

tems of sovereignty are unavoidably leaky. They cannot securitize against 

every challenge that might be launched- both because it is never possible to 

anticipate every site from which resistance might come (for resistance is al-

ready everywhere), but also because the very logic of this closure always al-

ready implies a breach.”35  

This thesis will therefore examine the discourses on missing asylum-seek-

ers, both adults/families and unaccompanied minors, mainly those produced 

by state employees working within the Swedish asylum regime. Hence, I have 

chosen to interview people working at different key institutions within this 

                                                      
33 Broeders 2009, 22. 
34 For the Swedish context, see, e.g.: Sigvardsdotter 2013; Barnombudsmannen 2017; and Sven-

ska Röda Korset and Stockholms Stadsmission 2015.   
35 Dauphinee 2007, 232. 
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regime:  the SMA, social services, and the police.36 Not only are state employ-

ees at these institutions in regular contact with asylum-seekers, they are also 

part of a contemporary system of political management and control,37 within 

a controlled welfare state.  The majority of interviews in this thesis were car-

ried out with employees at the SMA and social services, while a minority of 

the interviews were carried out with employees at the police authority.38 Nev-

ertheless, the police are a key institution within the Swedish asylum regime. 

Similarly to the role of individual employees at the SMA and at social ser-

vices, individual employees at the police play a role within this regime, hence 

their inclusion in this thesis despite their quantitative underrepresentation in 

the interviews. This underrepresentation stemmed solely from difficulties that 

arose in accessing interviewees. As previously mentioned, the aim of this the-

sis is to examine the governance of missingness within the asylum regime in 

Sweden. By interviewing state employees who manage the asylum-seeking 

process and are employed to administer lives within this process, this thesis 

examines how missingness and governance relate to one another. At this 

point, the reader might be wondering: Why missingness? Why is this the cho-

sen term rather than, for example, undocumented(ness)?  

Given the broad span of factors that may contribute to the reasoning around 

why someone might disappear from the asylum process, I have, in this thesis, 

actively chosen to refer to this notion as going/being missing or missingness.39 

There are those who go missing as a form of resistance against being found, 

there are those who are missing and want to be found, and there are those who 

reside somewhere in between. In this thesis, the missing subject refers to the 

person who goes missing for any of the above reasons. Asylum-seekers are 

first and foremost incorporated into the system as an asylum-seeking subject 

when they initially apply for asylum, but become a missing subject when they 

disappear. To be missing, one must often be missing from something or for 

someone. In the case of this thesis, one is assumed to be missing from the 

asylum process and thereby the logics of the asylum regime. However, by us-

ing the overarching terminology of missing in this thesis, focus is also placed 

on the inbetweeness that missingness entails for the system. Missingness is 

                                                      
36 Social services in Sweden are managed on the municipal level. Despite strong municipal 

autonomy in Sweden, both the SMA and social services are referred to in this thesis as state 

institutions and their employees as state employees, as the state encompasses governing na-

tional and local levels.  
37 Edkins 2011, viii. 
38 For this thesis, I have interviewed a total of 40 individuals: 17 individuals at the SMA, 14 at 

the social services, 3 at the police, 3 who were difficult to classify according to these categories, 

and 3 who were later excluded completely from the thesis. See: Appendix III.  
39 That being said, by using this umbrella term of missing, it is not my intention to ignorantly 

disregard the vastly different lived experiences of those individuals who embody this state of 

limbo within the system. There is, of course, no word that can fully and accurately represent 

the complexities and multitudes of these experiences, nor do I claim to have found one.  
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understood as something more abstract. It is the ambiguous vacuum that is 

created through the missing subject’s absence. It is ambiguous in the sense 

that there are often uncertainties as to why someone might be missing, where 

they might physically be, whether they will come back, and whether they are 

alive or dead. It entails an inbetweeness of not being fully present or absent 

within a system and is thus an abstract no (wo)man’s land “devoid of matter”40 

that state institutions are expected to deal with.  

State institutions within the Swedish asylum regime are expected to deal 

with the space that is created and left behind when the missing subject is not 

physically present. The creation and existence of this space can pose chal-

lenges for state employees who attempt to manage its uncertainty, complexity, 

and ambiguity. Hence, I am interested in how state employees at these insti-

tutions attempt to handle this space, not as representatives of these institutions, 

but rather as participants in the Swedish asylum regime. This thesis will 

thereby address the following research question: How is missingness governed 

within the Swedish asylum regime, and what does this tell us about different 

technologies of power involved in the governance of migration?  

 

1.2 Governmentality and the question of the missing 

So, what is meant by governance? The notion of governmentality will be fur-

ther elaborated on in Chapter 2, but as this thesis examines the governance of 

missingness, it is important to take note of the meaning of governance early 

on. French philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984) has famously stated, 

“...the state has no heart, as we well know, but not just in the sense that it has 

no feelings, either good or bad, but it has no heart in the sense that it has no 

interior. The state is nothing else but the mobile effect of a regime of multiple 

governmentalities.”41 It is produced and reproduced through practices, forces 

and institutions,42 such as, through the SMA and social services. Foucault de-

scribes governmentality as “...the ensemble formed by institutions, proce-

dures, analyses and reflections, calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise 

of this very specific, albeit very complex, power that has the population as its 

target, political economy as its major forms of knowledge, and apparatuses of 

security as its essential technical instrument.”43 As a form of power, govern-

                                                      
40 According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, the noun vacuum refers to either an “empti-

ness of space” or “a space absolutely devoid of matter.” See: Merriam-Webster Dictionary 

2021. 
41 Foucault 2008b, 77.  
42 Foucault 2009, 296 & 286. 
43 Ibid., 108. 
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mentality “takes charge of a population,” i.e., governs a population, using dif-

ferent techniques and tactics of management.44 This includes targeting the 

population through different technologies of power.  

According to Foucault, power can be complex, proliferated, and multi-

plied45 and can operate through different technologies. As elaborated on in 

Chapter 2, the term different technologies of power refers to the “…methods 

and procedures for governing human beings,”46 and in this thesis, these in-

clude Foucault’s notions of disciplinary power, biopower, and pastoral power. 

It is important, however, to briefly mention the notion of biopolitics here, as 

it is a dominant governing logic that helps us better understand how govern-

mentality has the population as its target.47  According to Jenny Edkins, con-

temporary systems of political management based on the administration of 

populations, “…treat people as objects to be governed, with the aim of safe-

guarding populations at whole…”48 This quote from Edkins coincides with 

the theoretical underpinnings of biopolitics. Biopolitics, as developed by Fou-

cault, can briefly be explained as what occurs when sovereign power deals 

with a population as a political problem, exercising power over life through 

policies and practices, rather than exercising power over death.49 Biopolitics, 

which produces the population as an object of governance and thereby adheres 

to specific governing logics, itself is produced by a specific technology of 

power called biopower.  Biopolitics is exercised through biopower, as 

“[b]iopower signifies not only the event of the entry of life into power but that 

which ‘brought’ life into the realm of power. The concept of biopolitics, in 

turn, signifies merely the techniques by which biopower is exercised ‘in its 

many forms and modes of application’ within societies…”50  

According to Foucault, biopower emerged as a technology of power in the 

second half of the 18th century. It emerged as a technology of power that was 

less concerned with disciplining individual bodies, and more concerned with 

regulating humans as a species.51 Foucault found that, in the 19th century, sov-

ereign power became a decentered power interested in promoting life, rather 

than a centered power that threatened life.52 Thus, with this development, gov-

erning logics (in this case: biopolitical logics) attempted to grasp and under-

stand life. As a result, Foucault’s writings on biopolitics emphasize sovereign 

power’s relationship to both life and death. Hence, the dichotomy of life and 

death has trickled down into the writings of researchers drawing on his work. 

                                                      
44 Debrix and Barder 2009, 407. 
45 Foucault 1998, 49 
46 Behrent 2013, 55.   
47 Debrix and Barder 2009, 405. 
48 Edkins 2011, viii. 
49 Foucault 1998, 136-138.  
50 Reid 2006, 117.  
51 Foucault 2008a, 242-243. 
52 Neal 2009, 164. 
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In a lecture on biopolitics, Foucault states, “[i]n the right of sovereignty, death 

was the moment of the most obvious and most spectacular manifestation of 

absolute power of the sovereign; death now becomes, in contrast, the moment 

when the individual escapes all power, falls back on himself and retreats, so 

to speak, into his own privacy. Power no longer recognizes death. Power lit-

erally ignores death.”53  

Yet what about the missing? What about those who were incorporated into 

a bureaucratic system of management, only to leave it without (one would 

assume) state institutions knowing of their whereabouts, thereby disturbing 

the dichotomy of life and death? Does power recognize the missing, or does 

it ignore the missing? Is it possible for it to do both? Employees bestowed 

with the power to administer, regulate and control populations, such as those 

seeking asylum, will inevitably produce, observe, and interact and engage 

with the missing, perhaps to different extents, at different degrees of recogni-

tion, and at different stages in their work. Judging by the empirical examples 

that have been mentioned thus far, it appears as if power does not ignore the 

missing, but rather struggles to relate to the missing. One can thus begin to 

imagine sites of tension to be found in these struggles, as state employees at-

tempt to understand, manage and relate to an “inbetweeness” that often resides 

outside of pre-established bureaucratic logics centered on governing life by 

incorporating populations into systems of management. This produces asy-

lum-seekers who are not only present within the system, but also visible in the 

gaze of state institutions. Given that the ambiguity and complexity of miss-

ingness have the potential to put pressure on a system organized around the 

dichotomy of presence and absence, I am interested in exploring what this 

implies for attempts to govern the phenomenon of missingness, as well as 

what happens during this process.     

 

1.3 Research contributions  

By examining the governance of missingness within the Swedish asylum re-

gime and delving into the different technologies of power that attempt to man-

age the uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity of missingness, this thesis con-

tributes to previous research on missing migrants and the governance of mi-

gration. Previous literature dealing with migration, bordering practices, and 

their (violent) effects, can often be found in the field of International Relations 

(IR), in particular the subfields of Critical Migration Studies (CMS), Critical 

Security Studies (CSS), and Critical Border Studies (CBS). As will be exam-

ined in the literature review chapter of this thesis (Chapter 3), research focus-

ing on both the missing in the context of migration and the governance of 

                                                      
53 Foucault 2008a, 248. 
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migration often finds its home in CMS. This section will outline three main 

research contributions that this thesis makes, as it: (1.) introduces and engages 

with the inbetweeness of missingness; (2.) examines what forms of govern-

ance become visible when governing logics are challenged; and (3.) disrupts 

the perpetuation of the state as a self-existent entity.  

By examining the notion of missing asylum-seekers in Sweden, this thesis 

provides detailed insights into a specific site that has been left rather unex-

plored in the field of CMS in particular, using empirics gathered while probing 

into this unknown territory. As previously mentioned and as will be elaborated 

on in depth in the literature review chapter of this thesis (Chapter 3), missing 

asylum-seekers are often missing from IR research, including the fields of 

CMS, CSS, and CBS. When included, if at all, missing asylum-seekers are 

often equated with the deaths of migrants and asylum-seekers, in particular 

those who have died, or presumably died, on the border landscapes between 

the United States and Mexico, or the Mediterranean Sea.54 The governance of 

migration literature has thus been preoccupied with the governance of life (i.e., 

migrants known to be alive) or the governance of death (i.e., migrants often 

symbolically referred to as missing despite a presumed or confirmed death).55  

As previously mentioned, however, this thesis encompasses the inbe-

tweeness of what missingness can entail, missingness as neither life nor death, 

and what this means for a regime whose fundamental existence is rooted in 

logics of inclusion and exclusion, presence and absence. As Judith Butler ex-

plains “…if the state binds in the name of the nation, conjuring a certain ver-

sion of the nation forcibly, if not powerfully, then it also unbinds, releases, 

expels, banishes.”56 Or more specifically, as Grégoire Chamayou asks, 

“[w]hat protection can those who are expelled from the protective order en-

joy?,” especially when “…protection has been monopolized by the authorities 

of the nation-state.”57 Studying acts of expulsion from this monopolized pro-

tective order per se is nothing new to IR, as the lived realities of those who 

are, for example, labelled as stateless or undocumented, or those awaiting 

physical expulsion in detention centers across the globe, have and continue to 

be documented in the CMS field (…and rightfully so).58 Yet what happens 

when a subject (in this case, an asylum-seeker) is viewed as attempting to 

                                                      
54 There is a whole special issue of Social Research dedicated to this topic specifically. See: 

Alonso and Nienass (eds.) 2016. In this particular issue, and for research on bodies of missing 

migrants, see: Edkins 2016. For more research on this topic, see also: Doty 2007; and Perera 

2006.  
55 See, e.g.: McNevin 2014; Tazzioli 2019a and 2019b; Ansems de Vries 2016; McCluskey 

2019; Edkins 2011 and 2016; Perera 2006; and Doty 2007.  
56 Butler and Spivak 2007, 4-5. 
57 Chamayou 2012, 135. 
58 See, e.g.: De Genova 2002 and 2013; Hellgren 2014; Khosravi 2010; and Sigvardsdotter 

2013.  
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leave the system, i.e., as “(in)voluntarily” expelling themselves from the pro-

tective order, before a state institution has either made a decision regarding 

potential expulsion, or has been able to carry through the act of physical ex-

pulsion if that decision has already been made? Is the subject simultaneously 

“…contained and dispossessed…”59 by state institutions when they are miss-

ing? Experimenting with questions such as these not only enables a contribu-

tion in relation to missing migrants and missingness, but also pushes us to 

delve into what forms of governance become visible when the governing 

logics themselves are potentially disrupted.  

Thus, exploring the ambiguity of missingness (i.e., not knowing whether 

the missing person is alive nor dead, where they are, and what has happened 

to them) not only adds a layer to previous migration research in terms of what 

missingness can entail, but also enables one to examine what this inbe-

tweeness means for governing logics. There is perhaps no better way to grasp 

the notion of governance and its operating logics than by looking at a state 

such as Sweden, a state that functions through bureaucratic management and 

thus has many opportunities for control, and throwing a monkey wrench into 

the system to see how it manages. The monkey wrench in this scenario is the 

phenomenon of missingness. In doing so, I am able to examine what forms of 

governance, as manifested through different technologies of power, become 

visible when governing logics are confronted, as well as the potentialities and 

limits of state power over migrants (i.e., specifically asylum-seekers) when 

they are deemed to be missing. As this thesis will go on to show, I do this by 

examining three discursive themes found in my interview material: (in)visi-

bilities, control, and care. Although all three discursive themes are present in 

the study, discourses of control and discourses of care, in particular, emerge 

repetitively in the material. Thus, by drawing on the work of Foucault, differ-

ent technologies of power, including disciplinary power, biopower, and pas-

toral power, are found to be embedded and entangled in these discursive prac-

tices, sometimes simultaneously, sometimes in contradiction to one another, 

and sometimes irrespective of one another. By examining how missingness 

and governance relate to one another in these ways, this thesis has the potential 

to “…call into question the operations of…[governance] itself.”60 Conse-

quently, I am able to speak to logics of governance in general through the 

challenges posed by missingness. 

In the act of demystifying the state by unveiling the emotions, contradic-

tions, and struggles of those employed to represent the state, this thesis also 

contributes to critical IR literature as a whole, a scholarship that, at times, risks 

                                                      
59 Butler and Spivak 2007, 5. 
60 This notion is inspired by the work of Wilcox, who states, that “[b]odies…can be thought of 

not only as objects to be defended from injury or as signifiers or ultimate truth, but as sites of 

tension and paradox that call into question the operations of security itself.” See: Wilcox 2015, 

7.  
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reproducing the state as a self-existent entity.61 State employees working 

within the asylum regime are brought into a sphere of visibility, as the state 

itself is dispersed, multiplied and fractured through practices, forces and insti-

tutions.62 When it comes to existing research that examines how different tech-

nologies of power are manifested through these practices, forces and institu-

tions, the rabid effects of, for example biopower, are continuously brought into 

a sphere of visibility, such as the effects of bordering and surveillance prac-

tices and technologies,63 but who or what comprises the power-producing ap-

paratus is often simplified or excluded. When examining the resistance of hu-

man rights lawyers to Australian immigration centers, Anne Orford states, 

“[t]he dominant strategy is to describe the effects of biopower as emanating 

from an all-powerful sovereign…To the extent that human rights lawyers have 

both taken as given and tried to find a sovereign modal of power, they have 

not been able to address the operation of the mechanisms of power.”64 If in-

cautious, the state and the migration management apparatus (as a manifesta-

tion of the state) risk being portrayed as self-existent, self-fulfilling prophe-

cies. They become Jabberwockies, creatures that are unknown but must nev-

ertheless be slayed.65  

In this thesis, addressing the operation of different technologies of power 

entails unmasking the Jabberwocky and probing into the (in)formal discourses 

produced in everyday workplace corridors, by employees working at the SMA 

and social services. Butler refers to employees such as these as “petty sover-

eigns,” because they are involved in the running of the government through 

“...their role as the administrative organs of the state” and are “…part of the 

mechanism that manages populations.”66 Even though they are “instrumental-

ized, deployed by tactics of power they do not control,” they also have the 

ability to act on this power, as “their acts are judgments” and these judgments 

are “...final, not subject to review, and not subject to appeal.”67 Although in 

the case of the Swedish asylum regime, all formal decisions made by employ-

ees at the SMA are subject to appeal through the juridical system (…where 

they end up in the hands of what Butler would refer to as more petty sover-

eigns), the everyday informal decisions, acts, interactions, and practices sur-

rounding asylum-seekers are based on acts of judgment, despite this system 

of “checks and balances.” Addressing the operation of different technologies 

                                                      
61 Foucault 2009, 296 & 286. 
62 Ibid. 
63 See, e.g.,: Amoore 2013; Basham and Vaughan-Williams 2013; Broeders 2009; Vaughan-
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of power within these everyday corridors with regard to missingness and gov-

erning logics also creates the possibility of finding modes or acts of resistance 

within these corridors themselves, as “[t]he chief forms of resistance in con-

temporary society are all struggles that contest a certain form of subjectiv-

ity.”68  

By actively denying the state as a self-existent entity, and engaging with a 

multitude of state employees instead, I open the door to a more complex read-

ing of the governance of missingness. I thereby question the common narra-

tive that is often reproduced in critical research: the portrayal of the state as 

all-knowing, all-incorporating, and all-seeing.69 Instead, I allow myself to em-

brace the possibility of mess, a mess in which individual state employees 

working on the ground, so to speak, may struggle with how missingness is to 

be managed, how it is to be determined, registered, related to and processed. 

The state employees interviewed may not necessarily always agree with one 

another on what is expected of them as governing subjects, adding to the com-

plexity of how missingness and governance relate to one another.  In addition 

to studying how those whose everyday lives are (dis)ordered because of gov-

erning logics go about resisting asylum policies and practices,70 by examining 

the discourses produced by state employees, I am also open to the possibility 

of finding acts of defiance against governing logics from within these state 

institutions as well. 

 

1.4 Thesis roadmap 

Hereafter, this thesis is organized according to the following structure. Chap-

ter 2 introduces the different components of Foucault’s work that comprise 

the theoretical apparatus of this thesis. In this chapter, I delve into different 

technologies of power as put forward through Foucault’s work, including dis-

ciplinary power, biopower, and pastoral power. I also further expand on the 

notion of governmentality. Chapter 3 provides an overview of the governance 

                                                      
68 Edkins and Pin-Fat 2004, 6. 
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of migration literature found in CMS. As scholars often draw on these differ-

ent technologies of power when examining how migrants and asylum-seekers 

are governed, I outline three main discursive themes that I have found in this 

literature to describe where these different technologies are found embedded 

and entangled: (in)visibilities, control, and care. In this chapter, I also outline 

the existing (albeit barely existing) literature on the missing subject in IR, and 

the ambiguity of missingness. Chapter 4 introduces the research design of this 

thesis, including the theoretical underpinnings of discourse and how this study 

was conducted through a Foucauldian interpretation of discourse. The empir-

ical part of this thesis comprises Chapter 5 to 7. This includes an analysis of 

how the missing subject is produced, in relation to (in)visibilities, within the 

specific site of the Swedish asylum regime (Chapter 5), and how missingness 

is governed through different technologies of power embedded in discourses 

of control (Chapter 6) and discourses of care (Chapter 7). In Chapter 8, I pro-

vide the overall conclusions that can be drawn from this study, including 

hopes for future research endeavors.   
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2. Understanding Power Through Foucault 

This chapter introduces different components of Michel Foucault’s work that 

when assembled comprise the theoretical apparatus for this thesis. Section 2.1 

begins with an introduction to a Foucauldian understanding of the analytics of 

power, and how power produces, generates, circulates, and operates through 

mechanisms, tactics, technologies and devices. This is best illustrated in Sec-

tion 2.2, through Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power, a specific technol-

ogy of power directed at the individual and the body. By grasping the notion 

of disciplinary power, this chapter transitions into the notion of biopower in 

Section 2.3, a technology of power that no longer necessarily focuses on the 

individual and their body per se, but that attempts to grasp the population 

through a power over life. By also introducing the technology of pastoral 

power (in Section 2.4) these technologies of power lead to an overarching an-

alytical toolbox of governmentality, “…a cluster of concepts that can be used 

to enhance the think-ability and criticize-ability of past and present forms of 

governance,”71 as examined in Section 2.5. This thesis adopts an overarching 

governmentality perspective when examining the governance of missingness 

within the asylum regime.   

 

2.1 The analytics of power 

Foucault clearly states that the aim of his work is not to materialize a “theory” 

of power, but rather to explore the “analytics” of power.72 This thesis will 

proceed to answer the question: how is missingness governed within the Swe-

dish asylum regime, and what does this tell us about the different technologies 

of power involved in the governance of migration? Given this question, I want 

to begin by amplifying what a Foucauldian understanding of power entails, 

and how it works. Rather than representing power as solely possessed, repres-

sive and/or coercive,73 Foucault enables an analysis of power that encourages 

us to think beyond the characteristics of power previously constrained by re-

strictive adjectives. There are mechanisms, tactics, technologies, and devices 
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of power and their deployment is complex. Rather than constricting an analy-

sis of power to solely a top-down approach, power can instead be analyzed 

through how it survives and breeds through networks, as it is proliferated and 

multiplied.74 It “…is not founded on itself or generated by itself.”75 One can 

imagine it through the image of dropping ink into water, as it consistently 

embodies new shapes and spreads through the flow of its feathery swirls, as it 

intertwines with and permeates the water while appearing paradoxically heavy 

and weightless at the same time. Michael Dillon and Luis Lobo-Guerrero point 

to how:  

[a]n analytic of power is an exercise of thought concerned with detailing the 

operational logics, forces and dynamics at play in a specific configuration of 

power relations. Since power for Foucault is always a matter of the relations 

established by a set of practices, specifically those concerned with changing 

mechanisms of power/knowledge, a Foucauldian analytic of power is neces-

sarily also an exploration of the forces, logics and dynamics at play in assem-

blages of such practices.76  

 

According to Foucault, power is relational and exercised from multiple 

points.77 It is productive, decentralized, and dispersed and one must analyze 

“…the specific historical relations of power and the discursive practices that 

sustain or resist them.”78 Hence, we must approach questions of power by first 

decentering our analysis of power by looking at its extremities and the material 

techniques through which it interferes in life. We must look at the points where 

it is exercised and applied “externally,” as well as understand that it constitutes 

individuals as both subjects and objects while it circulates in networks. Rather 

than working from the top down, we should look at our analysis by working 

                                                      
74 Many of Foucault’s adjectives to describe power are found in his book The History of Sexu-

ality: Volume 1. In his analysis of sexual repression, for example, he explains: “It is said that 

no society has been more prudish; never have the agencies of power taken such care to feign 

ignorance of the thing they prohibited, as if they were determined to have nothing to do with it. 

But it is the opposite that has become apparent, at least after a general review of the facts: never 

have there existed more centers of power; never more attention manifested and verbalized; 

never more circular contacts and linkages; never more sites where the intensity of pleasures and 

the persistency of power catch hold, only to spread elsewhere.” See: Foucault 1998, 49. 
75 Foucault 2009, 1. 
76 Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero 2008, 272. 
77 Foucault 1998, 94-97. 
78 Edkins 1999, 52-54. 
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from the bottom up. And finally, we must examine how mechanisms and prac-

tices form into ideologies and knowledges.79 Power and knowledge are mutu-

ally constituted,80 as power relations are entangled both in knowledge produc-

tion and in the production of a “truth.” Truth is thus always suffused with 

power.81 

That being said, Foucault’s work examining the analytics of power is often 

drawn upon in relation to the notion of resistance. Foucault claims that power 

cannot exist without resistance. Where one finds power, one finds resistance.82 

In Sovereign Lives: Power in Global Politics, Jenny Edkins and Véronique 

Pin-Fat argue that one must acknowledge a distinct difference between rela-

tionships of violence (that “act immediately and directly on others”) and rela-

tionships of power (that “act upon their actions”).83 Foucault has argued that 

resistance “breaks down” within relationships of violence, but: 

[o]n the other hand, a power relationship can only be articulated on the basis of 

two elements which are each indispensable if it is really to be a power relation-

ship: that “the other” (the one over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly 

recognized and maintained to the very end as a subject who acts; and that, faced 

with a relationship of power, a whole field of responses, reactions, results, and 

possible interventions may open up.84 

 

Thus, the exercise of power is “…a total structure of actions brought to bear 

upon possible actions; it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more 

difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless 

always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of 

their acting or being capable of action.”85 In the following section, we will 

explore in what way power may interact with and produce this “Other,” that 

is to say, the one over whom power is exercised, by outlining the notion of 

disciplinary power.  

2.2 An outline of disciplinary power 

Foucault often refers to the notion of technologies of power. This term is com-

monly deployed throughout his work to refer to “…methods and procedures 

for governing human beings” and is used “…to highlight the ways in which 

                                                      
79 Neal 2009, 167-168. 
80 Edkins 1999, 52. 
81 Foucault 1998, 69 & 100.  
82 Ibid., 95. 
83 Edkins and Pin-Fat 2004, 9. 
84 Foucault quoted in Edkins and Pin-Fat 2004, 12. 
85 Ibid. 



 

24 

power relations operate- not necessarily to denounce them, but rather to chal-

lenge their professions of neutrality (i.e. their claim to have no effects)…”86 

Throughout the progression of Foucault’s work, he traces, through different 

historical genealogies,87 the relationship between the body/bodies and their 

subjection to different technologies of power. This interplay is well described 

through Eeva Puumala’s work on sovereign control and its ripple effect be-

tween the state and the body of the asylum-seeker, as she states, “[t]he body 

is deeply, sensuously, and materially caught in the deployment of power.”88 

Foucault introduces the knuckle-whitening grasp that power can have on the 

individual body as something called disciplinary power. This specific tech-

nology of power is a seizure of power directed at (wo)man-as-body (thereby 

individualizing in its effects), in comparison to biopower, which is a seizure 

of power directed at (wo)man-as-species (thereby massifying in its effects).89  

At the end of the 17th century and in the course of the 18th century, the 

technology of disciplinary power emerged,90 in which the power to punish 

penetrated into the social body,91 putting an end to “…the physical confronta-

tion between the sovereign and the condemned man…”92 From the days in 

which public executions lathered with acts of torture were the preferred penal 

method used to discipline subjects, to the modern day penal system, one can 

observe a change in the relationship between both bodies and the deliverance 

of punishment. In using methods of torture, the body was previously treated 

as the be-all and end-all, as the goal of torture was to touch and reach the body 

itself. Yet within the modern penal system, the individual is instead deprived 

of liberty through incarceration, and the body “…is caught up in a system of 

constraints and privations, obligations and prohibitions,”93 i.e., a system that 

imposes various practices of control. By meticulously analyzing police and 

military institutions, Foucault states that:  

…disciplinary power became an integrated system, linked from the inside to 

the economy and to the aims of the mechanism in which it was practiced. It was 

also organized as a multiple, automatic and anonymous power; for although 

surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations 

from top to bottom, but also to a certain extent from bottom to top and laterally; 

this network ‘holds’ the whole together and traverses it in its entirety with ef-
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25 

fects of power that derive from one another: supervisors, perpetually super-

vised. The power in the hierarchized surveillance of the disciplines is not pos-

sessed as a thing, or transferred as a property; it functions like a piece of ma-

chinery. And, although it is true that its pyramidal organization gives it a ‘head,’ 

it is the apparatus as a whole that produces ‘power’ and distributes individuals 

in this permanent and continuous field. This enables the disciplinary power to 

be both absolutely indiscreet, since it is everywhere and always alert, since by 

its very principle it leaves no shade and constantly supervises the individuals 

who are entrusted with the task of supervising; and absolutely ‘discreet,’ for it 

functions permanently and largely in silence.94 

 

Despite dissecting police and military institutions, this is the only time, to the 

best of my knowledge, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 

when Foucault mentions those entrusted with the task of supervising the su-

pervised. The disciplinary system as described above is embedded with a re-

lational dimension of power that produces a machine, self-fulfilling in its 

prophecy. A tongue-twister appears: the supervised are supervised by super-

visors who are supervised, entertaining the idea of power as paradoxically 

(in)visible, but simultaneously found everywhere, distributing and producing 

all individuals caught in its force. Rather than solely analyzing the effects of 

power, Foucauldian-inspired research should nonetheless be ruthless in addi-

tionally analyzing the apparatus as a whole, in its production of power.  

Hence, in accordance with Foucault’s understanding of power, I believe 

that we must understand how power works if we are to achieve change within 

an apparatus, if change is the aim. By focusing on the production of power 

and interviewing state employees, this thesis hopes to help demystify the asy-

lum regime, thereby both complicating and resisting its representation as a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. As Gavin John Douglas Smith claims in his analysis 

of CCTV operators as either empowered watchers or disempowered workers, 

“…far from being a unilateral and static property, power in this milieu, much 

like a restless tide, flows back and forth in interaction between subjectivity 

and screen, self and spirit, body and bureaucratic organization.”95 Along sim-

ilar lines, this thesis finds that, much like a restless tide, state employees, as 

either empowered watchers or disempowered workers, struggle with the com-

plexity of how to perceive their role in governing missingness.   

Disciplinary power as a specific technology of power can be used as an 

instrument or “specialized” by institutions and/or apparatuses, such as the 

state apparatus.96 Power, often represented in IR as visible and as brute force, 

is instead made (in)visible through the notion of discipline, needing both con-

cepts (invisibility and visibility) to function. Foucault states that disciplinary 

power is: 
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 …exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it imposes on those whom 

it subjects a principle of compulsory visibility. In discipline, it is the subjects 

who have to be seen. Their visibility assures the hold of the power that is exer-

cised over them. It is the fact of being constantly seen, of being able always to 

be seen, that maintains the disciplined individual in his subjection.97  

 

Hence, the subject is controlled through its subjection to imposed visibility. 

As punishment transforms from “…the vengeance of the sovereign to the de-

fence of society,”98 these mechanisms of power are dispersed and disinte-

grated into the social body, surveilling the everyday lives of individuals: the 

way they behave, what they do, how they do it, and so forth.99 According to 

Anne Orford, this exercise of power has replaced coercive juridical or sover-

eign power as the dominant form of power in liberal states.100 Foucault, how-

ever, goes from his notion of disciplinary power to biopower in The History 

of Sexuality: Volume 1. We move from a power that breeds the notion of a 

productive individual, trained within an institution, to a power exercised over 

life, a power whose epicenter revolves around the notion of human life and its 

promotion.101  

2.3 An outline of biopower  

Starting in the 17th century, power over life transformed through two intercon-

nected poles of development: 1.) the disciplines, that is to say an anatomo-

politics of the human body and 2.) regulatory controls, that is to say a biopol-

itics of the population. The disciplines, i.e., disciplinary power, “...centered on 

the body as a machine: its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the 

extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, 

its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls...”102 Following 

on from this somewhat later, regulatory controls developed. Power began to 

focus on the body of the species, the body of the population. A reading of 

Foucault’s notion of population does not correspond to the notion of popula-

tion as often used in “common language,” that is to say the group of people 

inhabiting a specific geographically defined space. According to Dillon and 

Lobo-Guerrero, a Foucauldian understanding of population is “not a subject, 

a people or a public. A population is a cohort of biological individuals” that 

are “...said to display behavioural characteristics and correlations.”103 Power 
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thus began targeting populations, to supervise and regulate biological pro-

cesses such as “...propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, life 

expectancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause these to vary” 

through both interventions and regulatory controls.104 It is through these prac-

tices that the potentiality to control aspects of the population through regula-

tion rather than discipline emerges. The biological processes involving the 

population became regularized rather than disciplined, and so at the end of the 

18th century, what emerges is what Foucault eventually calls biopolitics.105 

This focus on human life as such varied greatly from the defining feature 

of sovereign power in its ancient form, which according to Foucault had the 

absolute and unconditional right to decide over both life and death, thereby 

“the right to take life or let live.”106 The right to life, however, was only brought 

into existence through the mere abstinence of death, as the sovereign power 

“...evidenced his power over life only through the death he was capable of 

requiring.”107 With this development, however, “the right to take life or let 

live” developed into a power with a biopolitical aim to “foster life or disallow 

it to the point of death,”108 or as mentioned in the introduction, “...‘make’ live 

and ‘let’ die.”109 It “...characterized a power whose highest function was per-

haps no longer to kill, but to invest life through and through. The old power 

of death that symbolized sovereign power was now carefully supplanted by 

the administration of bodies and the calculated management of life.”110 Death 

becomes isolated to the outside of the power relationship,111 “...death now be-

comes, in contrast, the moment when the individual escapes all power, falls 

back on himself and retreats, so to speak, into his own privacy. Power no 

longer recognizes death. Power literally ignores death.”112 

In the 18th century, the population thereby emerged as both a political and 

an economic problem. How the population gave birth, how long they lived, 

how long they were expected to live, how fertile they were, how ill they were, 

how they lived and whether they migrated intrigued those with regulatory 

force.113 Death in the form of famine, plague and so forth was ceasing to have 

the same effect on life as it previously had, and the development of different 

fields of knowledge concerned with life, such as the improvement of agricul-

tural techniques, meant that control over life reduced certain risks, which now 
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posed less of a threat to the population.114 The population became “knowable,” 

measurable and predictable through the manifestation of patterns and through 

the emergence of biopolitics.115 It should be noted that Foucault makes a clear 

distinction between biopolitics and biopower. Biopower is “...the set of mech-

anisms through which the basic biological features of the human species be-

came the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power, or, in 

other words, how, starting from the eighteenth century, modern Western soci-

eties took on board the fundamental biological fact that human beings are a 

species.”116 Biopolitics, according to Foucault, are the effects of biopower, or 

the techniques by which biopower is exercised,117 as “...one would have to 

speak of bio-power to designate what brought life and its mechanisms into the 

realm of explicit calculations and made knowledge-power an agent of trans-

formation of human life.”118  

This genealogy of biopower, as told by Foucault, has, however, been right-

fully criticized by “…Black, indigenous, decolonial, and postcolonial studies 

scholars” who have “…pointed out that racism is fundamental to the idea of 

the human that formed the basis for biopower.”119 Despite this, “…the consti-

tutive role of racial and colonial violence…” has largely been excluded from 

the genealogy of biopower.120 Foucault did acknowledge, to a certain extent, 

the role of race in his work, especially in relation to those whose lives are 

deemed to be worthy of protection and those who are to be “rejected in death,” 

but “…he could only see race as a sorting process after the fact of the estab-

lishment of biopower.”121 As Alison Howell and Melanie Richter-Montpetit 

state, because Foucault (and thereby Foucauldian security studies), “…rely on 

White humanist notions of man prior to racialization, the racism they deal with 

is a kind of racism-without-colonialism, more an unfortunate cultural artifact 

than a global system of expropriation fundamental to the conditions of possi-

bility for the liberal way of war and biopolitical security assemblages.”122 

Within the work of Foucault, racism appears to have conceptual value when 

it is situated within the biopolitical west, rather than the “colonized rest.”123 

Foucault’s genealogy of forms of governance is thus limited to the space of 

Europe, thereby also meaning that “non-European or postcolonial subjugated 

knowledges” are often excluded from his work,124 as the role of colonialism 
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is problematically taken out of the narrative of biopolitics.125 Hence, a broader, 

more accurate genealogy of biopower would acknowledge how biopolitics 

was “…perfected in colonialism, indigenous genocide, racialized indentured 

servitude, and racial slavery, for instance.”126 Biopolitics, as perfected in co-

lonialism, continues to play a fundamental role in the production of the con-

temporary asylum regime and its effects. 

Another point of contention in Foucault’s work prompts us to ask: what is 

the role of the state and/or institutions in how biopower functions? Michael 

Hardt and Antonio Negri critique Foucault on this exact point, arguing that he 

provides no answer to the question of “...who or what drives the system, or 

rather, who is the “bios”,” stating, “[w]hat Foucault fails to grasp finally are 

the real dynamics of production in biopolitical society.”127 It can be argued 

that Foucault is much clearer about what institutions are involved in the pro-

duction of disciplinary power, from the police system to the military institu-

tion and its dispersion through the social body. Although it is unclear as to 

who or what drives the system with regard to a biopolitical ordering, that is to 

say, who or what keeps the wheel churning, we must turn our attention to 

regulatory apparatuses, whether they be medical, administrative, and so forth, 

in their specific contexts (temporally and spatially) and in their specific net-

works, as the mere act of power taking “...charge of life needs continuous reg-

ulatory and corrective mechanisms.”128 As Foucault explains, techniques of 

power that both individualize and massify through their access to the body/ 

bodies are in fact instrumentalized by multiple institutions, such as the family, 

the army, educational systems, and the administration of collective bodies.129 

Foucault claims that there are two sets, “[a]n organic institutional set, or the 

organo-discipline of the institution, if you like, and, on the other hand, a bio-

logical and Statist set, or bioregulation by the State.”130 He explains that insti-

tutions and the state should not be framed as a dichotomy, as some apparatuses 

such as that of the police function as both a disciplinary and a state apparatus, 

and at the same time, mechanisms of regulation are also found in sub-state 

institutions such as welfare funds. He continues with the notion that discipli-

nary and regulatory mechanisms do not exist at the same level and can there-

fore be articulated together.131  

If we turn to Foucault’s original texts, we are guided, through his (Western-

obsessed) historical genealogies, to the sites where mechanisms of power, 

both disciplinary and regulatory, have previously been found, manifested, 

generated and proliferated. In reading these original texts, some have observed 
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that, “...no point for observing the totality of biopolitics is available to us: there 

exists no perspective that would allow us to survey and measure the lines that 

together constitute the concept’s theoretical circumference.”132 Although this 

may be offered as a critique of Foucault, perhaps this saves us from being 

confined to a specific origin of biopolitics and the power/knowledge nexus 

that this narrative would subsequently produce. It is messy, complicated, and 

entangled, and perhaps we need to embrace the havoc through our engagement 

with it, just as with the notion of missingness. Hence, this thesis examines the 

emergence and operation of these technologies of power at mainly two sub-

state sites where both disciplinary and regulatory powers are assumed to be 

productive: the SMA and social services. These two sites have roles in “man-

aging” populations: rendering them visible, “knowable,” measurable, and pre-

dictable. 

 

2.4 An outline of pastoral power   

Biopolitics as a dominant governing logic,133 and the way in which it is pro-

liferated and manifested through these sites, calls upon us to turn to a concept 

that Foucault describes as governmentality. In order to understand govern-

mentality, however, we must also understand a crucial technology of power 

relevant to its story: pastoral power.134 Foucault describes pastoral power as a 

‘background’ and ‘prelude’ to governmentality, however as Walters states, 

“[i]t is not a question of pastoral power appearing on the historical stage, per-

forming its role, then exiting, making way for later forms of governmentality 

to play their parts.”135 Foucault brings forth pastoral power by asking: where 

does a power emerge that “…takes the form of guiding, shaping, leading, con-

ducting humans…”?136 He traces the idea and organization of pastoral power 

back to the Mediterranean East: “…Egypt, Assyria, Mesopotamia, and above 

all, of course, in the Hebrews.”137 Hence, Foucault begins to examine multiple 

articulations of this technology of power by turning to the Ancient world, and 

in particular, the rise of the Christian pastorate,138 claiming that pastoral 

power’s introduction into the Western world was through the Christian 

Church.139 Pastoral power is especially interesting in that techniques of indi-

vidualization are incorporated into the governing of a larger population, as 
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illuminated through, for example, the Christian practice of confessionals.140 It 

should be noted that this practice of confessionals continues to permeate the 

Swedish asylum regime today, as asylum interviews are constructed in a way 

that the asylum-seeker has to “confess” past movements and past/current trau-

mas in order for the caseworker to “help” and “guide” the asylum-seeker.141 

In tracing the genealogy of pastoral power, Foucault states that “[p]astoral 

power is a power of care.”142 It is first and foremost “…exercised over a mul-

tiplicity in movement (a flock); it is fundamentally beneficent (caring for the 

flock), and it individualizes its subjects (knowing each member of the flock 

individually).” It is “[a] mobile, beneficent, and individualizing power.”143 

Yet, these techniques attend (or appear to attend) “…to the wellbeing and 

moral propriety of both individuals and communities simultaneously…,”144 

and thus offer “…a tricky combination in the same political structures of in-

dividualization techniques and of totalization procedures.”145 The Church’s 

simultaneous focus on both individualization and the population in general is 

seen as foreshadowing what is later characterized as neoliberal governmen-

tality. The pastor is both “…a ‘relay’ of surveillance and discipline” while 

promoting “…self-reflexive, self-governing subjects,” thereby combining dis-

ciplinary and subjectifying forms of power.146 Pastoral power is transcendent 

in that “human shepherds” are seen as subordinately dependent on and sub-

missive to the supreme shepherd/divine authority: God.147 This implies that 

there is a pastoral relationship between “…God, the pastor (his representative) 

and the pastorate (the Christian community),” while “[t]he relation between 

God and his people is conceived…as the relation between the shepherd and 

the flock…”148  

These techniques “…experienced an expansion and secularization in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”149 We begin to see the development of 

the modern (Western) state when the sovereign becomes increasingly pres-

sured to not only rule as a sovereign, but also govern the population,150 as 

political and pastoral power are complexly intertwined.151 Scholars have con-

tinued to explore how pastoral power is relevant to contemporary practices of 

humanitarianism, as well as the 20th century understanding of the welfare 

                                                      
140 Walters 2012, 22.  
141 For more on the confessionary complex of the global mobility regime, see: Salter 2006.  
142 Foucault 2009, 127. 
143 Chamayou 2012, 15. 
144 Martin and Waring 2018, 1293. 
145 Foucault 2012, 289. 
146 Martin and Waring 2018, 1298. 
147 Chamayou 2012, 15. 
148 Dean 2010, 90. 
149 Bröckling et al. 2011, 3.  
150 Walters 2012, 23. 
151 Bröckling et al. 2011, 3. 



 

32 

state.152 Pastoral power developed in alignment with discourses of care and 

protection, and was thereby operating behind a mask of persuasion as opposed 

to coercion.153 Yet this tricky pastoral combination of focusing on both indi-

vidualization and the population in general gave rise to larger questions to be 

answered, such as “can one sacrifice one sheep to save the rest of the flock?”154  

According to Grégoire Chamayou’s genealogy of manhunts, due to this 

paradox, pastoral power “…developed its own cynegetic practices, its own 

forms of manhunts, pastoral hunts.”155 This means that, in the name of caring 

and in the name of protecting the whole flock, a few from within the flock can 

be sacrificed when deemed necessary, thereby transforming the original func-

tion of pastoral power from one of persuasion to one of repression.156 Consid-

ering that during a pastoral hunt the threat is seen as coming from within the 

flock itself, the solution becomes one of excommunication, and thereby ex-

clusion. Sacrificed subjects are eliminated when protection is withdrawn. As 

a result, the sacrificed, eliminated, and excluded subject is “…exposed to all 

kinds of predations, abandoned to a physical and spiritual death.”157 Cha-

mayou reminds us that pastoral hunts were not specific to solely religious 

powers/the Inquisition158, but also conducted by the sovereigns. He states, 

“[l]et us note that this connection between the pastoral management of sub-

jects, the monopoly on the production of truth, and the power of exclusion 

continued to function long afterward, beyond the strictly ecclesiastical con-

text, in a whole series of institutions- political parties, states, and organiza-

tions, all of which function in the mode of dogma, exclusion, and purges.”159 

Emma McCluskey refers to the secular variant of pastoral power as “…a car-

ing biopolitics,”160 as technologies of care and technologies of control become 

increasingly entangled.  

Hence, I believe that it is through the work of scholars such as Chamayou 

and McCluskey that the complexity of these different technologies of power, 

how they operate, and their effects are clearly illuminated. Drawing on Fou-

cault’s descriptions of different technologies of power, we find descriptions 

of technologies of power that attempt to both control and care, sometimes 

simultaneously. As this thesis will go on to demonstrate, these three technol-

ogies of power are found embedded in discourses of control and care, and thus 

operating when it comes to the governance of missingness. 
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2.5 An outline of governmentality 

After examining Foucault’s lectures and written work, Graham P. Martin and 

Justin Waring state, “…we can begin to plot the contours of pastoral power as 

not just a precursor to, but also a technology of, governmentality.”161 Foucault 

begins by describing governmentality as “...the ensemble formed by institu-

tions, procedures, analyses and reflections, calculations, and tactics that allow 

the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, power that has the pop-

ulation as its target, political economy as its major forms of knowledge, and 

apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument.”162 By adopting a 

governmentality lens, not only do we become aware of how the state is sus-

tained within a general order, but we are also made aware of the role of a 

dynamic of forces, and their “...preservation, maintenance, or develop-

ment.”163 Our minds are thereby trained to look beyond the sovereign (often 

portrayed through the image of the state) as the mighty holder of centralized 

power, and instead approach the sovereign as dependent on different proce-

dures and mechanisms,164 creating opportunities for a penetrative analysis of 

power as decentralized. Not only do studies of governmentality examine 

“…the significance of knowledge production and its connection with mecha-

nisms of power,”165 but as Dean emphasizes by drawing on Foucault, “[s]tud-

ies of governmentality...are more concerned with how thought operates within 

our organized ways of doing things, our regimes of practices, and with its 

ambitions and effects.”166 

According to Dean’s reading of Foucault, regimes of practices are often 

institutional practices that are both routinized and ritualized. He states that 

“[a]n analytics of a particular regime of practices, at a minimum, seeks to 

identify the emergence of that regime, examine the multiple sources of the 

elements that constitute it, and follow the diverse processes and relations by 

which these elements are assembled into relatively stable forms of organiza-

tion and institutional practice.”167 According to Foucault, the state is merely 

“...an episode in governmentality,”168 or as he later describes, it is “...nothing 

else but the mobile effect of a regime of multiple governmentalities.”169 The 

state itself is merely a set of practices.170 By expanding an analysis of power 
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from one that perhaps would have traditionally examined power’s manifesta-

tion in relation to a normative representation of the state, to one that instead 

examines different procedures and mechanisms through the concept of multi-

ple governmentalities, the notion of whom or what is governed is brought into 

the spotlight once again, bringing us back to the notion of biopolitics. By link-

ing the notions of biopolitics and governmentality, we find that it is people 

who are governed, as “[i]t is indeed through techniques and tactics of man-

agement and by way of organizational and procedural dispositifs171 that gov-

ernmentality takes charge of a population, fosters its vital conditions...”172 

Governmentality, as a form of power, differs from sovereignty, as it “oper-

ates through state and non-state institutions and discourses that are legitimated 

neither by direct elections nor through established authority. Marked by a dif-

fuse set of strategies and tactics, governmentality gains its meaning and pur-

pose from no single source, nor through established authority.”173 Judith But-

ler elaborates on the distinction between governmentality and sovereignty and 

warns us against taking Foucault’s words at face value when he claims that 

governmentality has emerged as a result of sovereignty’s devitalization. She 

explains that if we question the notion of history as a continuum, we will find 

that governmentality and sovereignty, as forms of power, may exist concur-

rently. According to Butler, Foucault proves that these two forms of power 

can co-exist, despite presenting a chronology that entailed a modern progres-

sion from sovereignty to governmentality, by introducing the concept of dis-

ciplinary power.174 Butler continues by using modern examples to prove her 

point, such as the suspension of law, in that it “...can clearly be read as a tactic 

of governmentality, it has to be seen in this context as also making room for 

the resurgence of sovereignty, and in this way both operations work to-

gether.”175 

According to Dean’s reading of Foucault, it is precisely the notion of the 

population that has allowed a transition from a framework of sovereignty to 

the intricate techniques of governmentality. Those who are governed and cat-

egorized as the population are “...no longer subjects bound together in a terri-

tory who are obliged to submit to their sovereign. They are also, by the end of 

the eighteenth century, living, working and social beings, with their own cus-

toms, habits, histories and forms of labour and leisure.”176 Although Dean ar-

ticulates the notion of biopower, in terms of the population being governed, 

through the techniques of governmentality, the link between governmentality 
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and biopower/biopolitics is often not fully elaborated on in biopolitics re-

search. What we instead find occupying the forefront of research engaging 

with biopolitics in IR is how various biopolitical agents, such as police forces, 

immigration officers and airport security services, create, produce and deploy 

unlimited violence through techniques of governmentality, to the point that it 

is “...expected, accepted, and anticipated by populations whose lives are said 

to be constantly threatened and, as such, must become the objects of sustained 

normalization or heightened regulation.”177 This thesis, however, will exam-

ine how, through techniques and tactics of management, state employees at-

tempt to govern missingness, as missingness per se appears to challenge logics 

of governance organized around presence and absence (i.e., either being in-

cluded in the system in order to be governed or being excluded from the sys-

tem). Governmentality can be used as a toolbox, rather than as a theory as 

such, in attempts to understand governance in this specific site as “…an emi-

nently practical activity that can be studied, historicized and specified at the 

level of rationalities, programmes, techniques and subjectivities which under-

pin it and give it form and effect.”178  

 

2.6 Concluding remarks on understanding power  

 

Subsequently, this thesis is interested in how Foucauldian understandings of 

disciplinary power, biopower, and pastoral power operate as technologies of 

governmentality, in particular regarding the governance of missingness. As 

outlined in this chapter, these three technologies have the potential to operate 

quite differently from one another. Drawing on the work of Foucault, discipli-

nary power imposes “…constraints and privations, obligations and prohibi-

tions,”179 as well as imposing visibility on the individual. It has the potential 

to both surveil and discipline.180 Biopower, however, targets and supervises 

the population.181 It makes the population “knowable,” measurable, and pre-

dictable. Pastoral power, i.e., the “power of care,”182 focuses on the individual 

and the population, as it is assumed to attend to notions of wellbeing,183 by 

guiding, shaping, leading, and conducting.184 Thus, as the empirical chapters 

of this thesis will show, we have three different technologies of power that are 
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embedded within and operate through discourses of control (i.e., disciplinary 

power and biopower) and discourses of care (i.e., pastoral power). Collapsing 

the complexity of the social world into two discursive themes is a tricky and 

sensitive endeavor indeed, and thus, control and care are in no way meant to 

be treated as binary oppositions. As this thesis will continue to show, there are 

inevitable grey zones and areas of overlap. In the next chapter, however, I will 

explore how scholars have drawn on these technologies of power and used 

Foucault’s concepts to examine the various ways in which migration is gov-

erned, as well as the discourses of (in)visibilities, control, and care that are 

currently found in the migration literature. 
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3. A Literature Review on the Governance of 

Migration 

When we open a newspaper or tune in to parliamentary debates on the subject 

of migration, we are often given a mere snapshot of a multifaceted industry 

and the way in which it maps, analyzes, categorizes, marginalizes, facilitates, 

curtails, prevents, contains, and profits from the circulation of people. This 

migration management industry, or apparatus – with all of its actors, (in)for-

mal networks, and (il)legal frameworks – can at first glance seem incompre-

hensible. If we add to this the infinite list of adjectives used to describe what 

it “does” and the never-ending list of nouns used to describe what subjects it 

produces, it can even seem overwhelming. Thus, before examining the spe-

cific case of Sweden, this chapter provides an extensive literature review look-

ing at how this migration management industry has, according to previous 

scholars, attempted to govern migration. Section 3.1 begins with an outline of 

the fields that often examine bordering practices and their violent effects on 

migration. By mainly examining literature from the field of Critical Migration 

Studies (CMS), an overview of three themes can be found and accounted for 

in the literature on the governance of migration: (in)visibilities (Section 3.1.1), 

control (Section 3.1.2), and care (Section 3.1.3). Scholars within each theme 

often draw on a Foucauldian understanding of power. Section 3.2, deals with 

how, despite the existence of a fairly extensive literature on the governance of 

migration, the governance of missingness is often missing from the IR litera-

ture, as missing people, when mentioned at all, are often equated with the no-

tion of death, rather than with an inbetweeness that has the potential to disturb 

governing logics organized around presence and absence.  

 

3.1 The governance of migration in Critical Migration 

Studies (CMS) 

For IR literature belonging in CSS (Critical Security Studies) and in its off-

shoot CBS (Critical Border Studies), as well as CMS (Critical Migration Stud-

ies), we often find that bordering practices and their (violent) effects are com-

monly dissected.  As we live in an age of security in which anyone or anything 

can be represented as a security threat through the production and proliferation 
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of specific discourses,185 CSS research often examines security apparatuses 

and their role in governing the circulation of both data and people. Several 

scholars in the field of CSS in particular have written extensively on the per-

ception of migration as a threat.186 From a Western-centric perspective, Jef 

Huysmans has summarized the European perception of migrants leading up to 

the late 1980s and 1990s, a period in which questions of border security in-

creased with the tightening of European communities and reached a boiling 

point after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, alongside an increased 

fear of terrorism by the “Other.”187 Although research drawing on biopolitical 

borders and security practices may be found in CBS and CMS research, the 

CBS literature tends to examine the power over life exercised by specific bor-

der control agents, institutions, and services, while the CMS literature tends 

to examine the power of life in relation to the agency of migrants and their 

modes of resistance.188 By examining modes of resistance, scholars can delve 

into questions that Michel Foucault has been critiqued for not providing an-

swers to, including how life can indeed resist the limitations imposed on it by 

biopolitical and liberal regimes.189 

CMS constitutes a “…growing body of literature that seeks to challenge 

the assumption that ‘we know what migration is and which actors are entitled 

to determine the political in respect of migration’”190. Not only does the CMS 

literature often focus on the “political agency” of migrants, their lived experi-

ences, and their potentials to resist and disrupt systems by adopting an IPS 

(International Political Sociology) perspective, but it also  “focuses on how 

individual movement becomes framed in particular ways…” rather than 
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“…treating migration as the mass flow of differentiated groups of people from 

one state to another…”191 An overview of the CMS literature points to com-

mon themes that will be explored in the following subsections. An overarch-

ing theme in the CMS literature is that of the governance of migration, and it 

is of particular relevance to this thesis, as this thesis examines how missing-

ness is governed when asylum-seekers disappear. With roots that can be traced 

back to a Foucauldian understanding of governmentality, it is often used as a 

theoretical concept to help us place the logics and practices of the migration 

industry within a larger context. According to Anne McNevin, governance can 

be understood as “...the techniques through which subjects are constituted in 

line with particular administrative rationalities, including that of the modern 

territorial state.”192 In relation to migration, governance, “...is as much about 

who we understand ourselves to be as migrants and citizens and the spatial 

agreements that inform those self-understandings, as it is about border guards 

who preside over our mobility” as “...subjects are positioned in hierarchical 

and spatialized terms that attach degrees of (il)legitimacy, ease and hardship 

to their mobility.”193  

Scholars in the field might agree on the workings of a specific type of gov-

ernance, but different philosophers, such as Michel Foucault, Giorgio Agam-

ben and Jacques Ranciére, are used to help us understand what is at play and 

what is at stake. Theoretical themes derived from these philosophical works 

are at times used to complement each other, but at other times to dismiss one 

another.194 Bearing this in mind, when examining the governance of migra-

tion, I have found three reoccurring discursive themes that will be explored in 

this chapter and will help guide this thesis. These are: (in)visibilities, control, 
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and care. These three discursive themes are by no means mutually exclusive, 

as they merge into one another, albeit in different ways, as different technol-

ogies of power are found embedded within and operating through them. What 

we discover through these themes are not only the violences (re)produced by 

the migration management industry and the continuous production of govern-

able subjects, but also the ruptures, breakages, and tiny pockets in which re-

sistance is both possible and found, igniting hope for future alternative politi-

cal (re)imaginaries.  

 

3.1.1 (In)visibilities  

In their work on uncovering and exposing missing bodies within the neoliberal 

state, Monica J. Casper and Lisa Jean Moore ask us, “[w]hat can account for 

the fact that certain bodies are hyper-exposed, brightly visible, and magnified, 

while others are hidden, missing, and vanished?”195 This idea is often (re)pro-

duced through the work of some CMS scholars, examining notions such as: 

when are bodies made visible, when are they required to be invisible (and by 

whom/what), what categorizes specific bodies into specific hierarchies of 

(in)visibility, and when can (in)visibilities be used as tools of resistance or 

resiliency?  This creation or production of (in)visibility is often framed in re-

lation to a specific technology of power, with research examining “...the ways 

visibility and invisibility are constructed and managed in the context of mi-

gration governance, and with what effects on the target population.”196 Thus, 

when examining the governance of missingness (a term that plays on notions 

of presence and absence, visibility and invisibility) in this thesis, we must turn 

to the CMS literature on (in)visibilities.  

According to Rachel Humphris and Nando Sigona, the politics of inclusion 

and exclusion form the basis of invisibility. State practices of mapping and 

counting people (in this case called “institutional labelling”), and attaching a 

specific meaning to that labelling, entails exclusion through its very means of 

inclusion. For certain groups of people to be included and made visible 

through this labelling, “...refusal to name, count or recognize” others is inevi-

table in this process.197 When unaccompanied minors registered as asylum-

seekers (sometimes against their own will) in the United Kingdom “go miss-

ing," the state is portrayed as the protector of these children (while other mi-

grant children go unnoticed). Humphris and Sigona claim that “...for unac-

companied minors, going missing provokes a form of heightened visibility,”198 

as states strip themselves of any responsibility over the conditions that may 
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have led them to disappear (e.g., denial of the right to family reunification or 

the threat of deportation at the age of 18), and instead reinstate the claim that 

they know what is best for the child.199 When comparing Humphris and 

Sigona’s findings to the context of Sweden, this can, at first glance, appear 

confusing. Surely missing unaccompanied minors do not provoke a form of 

heightened visibility in Sweden, if even the United Nations criticized the 

country for its disinterest in their disappearances? Yet as will be examined in 

Chapter 5 to 7 of this thesis, visibilities are indeed provoked, produced and 

enacted when asylum-seekers go missing. Humphris and Sigona explain that 

unaccompanied minors seeking asylum are often made visible through being 

mapped and quantified. By “bureaucratically capturing” them, not only are 

specific obligations and rights enacted, but vulnerabilities are also consti-

tuted.200 Even through their disappearances/physical invisibility, a certain sub-

ject is produced when the state claims the need to reinstate its role in their 

governance.  

(In)visibilities, however, do not solely need to be conceptualized in relation 

to physicality, as one can be made (in)visible conceptually through discourses 

produced by the state and its institutions.201 Using the asylum-seeking context 

in Italy long before the “refugee crisis” of 2015, Raffaela Puggioni further 

distinguishes between conceptualizations of (in)visibilities, differentiating be-

tween being institutionally (in)visible and politically visible.202 According to 

her research, the migration management apparatus in Italy did not enact a 

“public system of reception” for those seeking asylum. Asylum-seekers were 

viewed as needing assistance (to be provided by non-governmental organiza-

tions), rather than as the bearers of rights (to be recognized and enforced by 

the government). In the 1990s and leading up to specifically 1997, Kurdish 

would-be refugees were institutionally invisible as a result of this, often using 

Italy as a transit country on their way to northern European countries where a 

Kurdish diaspora was already established. This provoked reactions from other 

Schengen countries and in relation to the Dublin Convention, the Kurds trans-

formed from being institutionally invisible to politically visible.203 Although 

Puggioni states that, “[t]hey were invisible, in the sense that their presence, 

survival strategies, rights and access to services were not approached as issues 

concerning political institutions, but rather the social network,”204 other schol-

ars instead focus on how this invisibility can actually be used, by migrants, as 

a means of resistance to governance.205   
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It can be concluded thus far that the following notion is replicated again 

and again in CMS research: the connection between visibility and governance, 

as “...refugees come into being by becoming visible as subjects to be gov-

erned” as this “...visibility constitutes a form of knowledge production that 

enables management and control...”206 This research often has its roots in a 

Foucauldian understanding of power, particularly disciplinary power, and the 

role of knowledge production,207 based on the premise that, “visibility is a 

trap.”208 Yet what happens when someone is indeed physically invisible to the 

gaze of the state/state institutions? Or as this thesis implores us to ask: can one 

be governed despite being physically missing? As much of the migration lit-

erature equates missing people/the disappeared with death,209 Christina Oelge-

möller states, “...there is a technology to deal with the living and with the dead; 

the disappeared stay outside of the possibility of control.”210 Her work is crit-

ical of the move to re-conceptualize these migrants as missing persons made 

by scholars who want to hold states accountable for migrant deaths, claiming 

that this move “...domesticates and governs this particular political subjectiv-

ity, but is also capable of endangering illegal migrants further because of the 

conceptual move that renders dead migrants both intelligible and incorporable 

into the 'normal' order.”211 Consequently, critical scholars may, against their 

best intentions, play an active role in establishing new categories for govern-

ance. 

What can at times come across as confusing in the work of CMS scholars 

is when the term missing people is utilized to refer to those who have died 

because of the migration management apparatus, as previously shown, and 

when it instead refers to those who are, to use Puggioni's term, “institutionally 

invisible,” that is to say alive, undocumented and/or on the move. Oelgemöller 

refers to the latter as “...conceptually disappeared because they have no jurid-

ico-political markers of recognition.”212  Yet this leads one to wonder the fol-

lowing: if states relieve themselves of responsibility for those who are, in this 

case, “physically missing” (i.e. dead migrants), how does this affect the gov-

ernance of those who are “conceptually disappeared” (to use Oelgemöller’s 

terminology)? How do states respond to conceptual disappearances, if they 

are utilized as a form of resistance to visibility and recognition? One can also 

wonder whether state institutions (not just scholars and non-governmental or-

ganizations), such as in the case put forth by Humphris and Sigona, establish 
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the category of the missing to “bureaucratically capture” and attempt to gov-

ern those who are conceptually disappeared. This move would place the “con-

ceptually disappeared” within a larger category of governance and control, 

made visible through labelling and knowledge production. This thesis helps 

to answer some of these questions in Chapter 5, while delving into the role of 

(in)visibilities in the governance of missingness.  

 

3.1.2 Control 

In understanding how migration is governed, imperceptible conceptualiza-

tions of (in)visibilities may play a key role. Moving beyond solely relating 

visibility to disciplinary power, i.e., “...visibility beyond techniques and mon-

itoring and surveillance...,” Martina Tazzioli and William Walters state, 

“...visibility in governmentality is not orientated- or at least not primarily- to 

putting bodies under a surveilling gaze. Actually, it is more on the side of 

making reality knowable that visibility works in modern governmentality, as 

Foucault indirectly suggests in his passages on the emergence of statis-

tics...”213 When viewed in relation to the production and accumulation of 

knowledge by making things or people “intelligible” and thereby governable, 

“...it could be argued that visibility is at the core of governmentality.”214 It can 

be conceived of as a strategic field, creating spaces of (in)visibility.215 In rela-

tion to migration, we find states enacting and producing visibility both in re-

lation to the control and surveillance of migrants and in relation to knowledge 

production (and often simultaneously).216 The labelling/categorization of di-

verse migrant subjectivities by governments, and its role in producing 

“knowledge," is often framed in the CMS literature as a way for states to at-

tempt to impose control.217 When it comes to border control specifically, these 

“...practices of control are routinely embedded in a practical sense that informs 

what controlling borders does and means.”218 

Before examining the CMS literature and the governance of migration, in 

particular, with regard to control, it must be mentioned that CSS scholars have 

been at the forefront of studying the enactment and production of visibility as 

a practice of migration/border control, pointing to the way in which discourses 

of migration and discourses of security have become dangerously intertwined. 

As Didier Bigo illuminates, it is by no means accidental that discourses of 
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security have become interlaced with discourses of migration. The securitiza-

tion of migration has grown out of an advancement and progression in sur-

veillance and control technologies, gaining its momentum from that which 

these technologies enable. 219 It is a highly political move, a specific technol-

ogy that feeds off the fears of politicians and the unease of citizens, “...used 

as a mode of governmentality by diverse institutions to play with the unease, 

or to encourage it if it does not exist, so as to affirm their role as providers of 

protection and security and to mask some of their failures.”220 Bigo refers to 

this as the governmentality of unease,221 and describes this form of govern-

mentality as a banopticon, a spin-off of Bentham’s panopticon as examined 

by Foucault in his analysis of disciplinary power.222 For Bigo, the governmen-

tality of unease is more than a phenomenon in which migrants are perpetually 

kept visible in the gaze of the sovereign, as with the panopticon. Instead, it 

takes the form of a banopticon, “...in which the technologies of surveillance 

sort out who needs to be under surveillance and who is free from surveillance, 

because of his profile.”223 As a technology, it excludes rather than corrects, 

and it controls through its means of categorizing,224 as it is proliferated through 

routines and developed by specific (in)security professionals.225 

Research belonging in the CSS literature, in particular, has traced how tech-

nologies of surveillance are exercised by institutions and security apparatuses 

as a tactic of biopower, playing an intricate role in the governing of specific 

populations and the production of specific knowledge. Biopolitics and surveil-

lance are often seen as intertwined, as: 

...the epistemologies associated with the biopoliticised securing of populations 

are concerned with surveillance and accumulation and analysis of data concern-

ing behaviour, the patterns which behaviour displays and the profiling of indi-

viduals within the population. Instead of causal law, such power/knowledge is 

very much more concerned to establish profiles, patterns and probabilities.226   

 

Often embedded in CSS and through the work of scholars such as Mark B. 

Salter, Giorgio Agamben, Jef Huysmans, Louise Amoore, Julien Jeandesboz, 

Laura J. Shepherd and Laura Sjoberg, this literature generally focuses on 

VISA and asylum regimes, fingerprint technologies and/or airport surveil-

lance systems and their treatment of the body as both knowable and a bearer 
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of truth.227 Yet although one can observe the emergence of research originally 

nestled in surveillance studies, along with research often associated with mi-

gration studies and control, a limited amount of research exists that focuses on 

the “internal migration control of irregular migrants.”228 Broeders argues that 

if scholars choose to primarily focus on the state, their research risks ignoring 

existing modes of migrant resistance against these surveillance practices and 

controls.229 Although I most certainly agree with Broeders, I would also argue 

that if scholars choose to primarily focus on the state without demystifying the 

portrayal of the state itself, their research risks ignoring existing modes of re-

sistance to these surveillance practices and controls, from within the state ap-

paratus itself as well, as touched on in this thesis.  

Because technologies of surveillance have a role in the gathering of infor-

mation and thereby knowledge production,230 the population becomes “know-

able” and measurable. Life becomes, as through biopolitics, something that 

must be understood, and its potentialities become predictable. Thus, when it 

comes to the governance of migration, CSS scholars have often examined how 

information is stored and consulted either through local or shared systems, 

such as the European Asylum Dactyloscopy Database (EURODAC) or the 

Schengen Information System (SIS). This research often examines how con-

temporary fingerprinting systems, which are now seen to capture “biological 

identities,” have sprung from a horrendous colonial past231 and continue to be 

intertwined with racialized ways of “managing” specific populations. In this 

research, the site of the border often shifts from a geopolitical site of analysis, 

traditionally associated with sovereign territoriality, to a biopolitical one.232 

Bordering practices often transcend spatial and temporal boundaries, because 

fragments of an individual, such as their credit card records or past travel itin-

eraries, can be judged and assembled into a pre-emptive and future security 

risk, before their body physically reaches a territorial border. 233 Past move-

ments and actions are thereby assembled into future potentialities, as individ-

uals are classified and thereby governed as either “…objects of danger or ben-

efit.” 234  Similarly, assembled relationships are also found within the asylum 

regime, as the asylum-seeking process continuously relates the asylum-seeker 

to an assumed past and predictable future.235  
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Consequently, surveillance becomes a necessary component in “assem-

bling suspicion,” a term elaborated on by Huysmans through the work of Rich-

ard V. Ericson and Kevin D. Haggerty, as people are produced as subjects 

within this virtual world where data are shared, circulated and managed.236 

This assemblage refers to “…the current interdependence of institutions that, 

together, can better count, monitor, evaluate, and oversee registration of mi-

grants and their life capacities, as well as their risks…”237 That being said, 

when examining technologies, discourses, and/or logics of control within the 

migration management apparatus, CMS scholars not only often use the work 

of Foucault to explain empirical findings, but have often examined the gov-

ernance of the physicality of the migrant, rather than the repercussions of their 

biological and digitalized identities. Control is thus often framed in relation to 

the technologies of power found in Foucault's work, including modes of power 

such as disciplinary power, biopower, and pastoral power.238 When conduct-

ing an overview of the CMS field and its relationship to the notion of control, 

two trends emerge: literature examining the governance of temporalities and 

literature probing the governance of spatialities, often in the form of mobili-

ties. These forms of governance, however, are often not mutually exclusive. 

For example, the politics of exhaustion is a term coined by Leonie Ansems de 

Vries and Elspeth Guild to describe how “...migrant trajectories are often char-

acterized by recurring or continued displacement. The stretching over time 

and across spaces of this fractured and circulatory management of mobility is 

experienced as exhausting.”239 

In the CMS literature reviewed here, the governance of temporalities is ex-

amined to a far lesser extent than the governance of spatialities, from asylum-

seeking processes to the speed (or lack of speed) of VISA procedures privi-

leging specific “categories” of migrants over others.240 According to Foucault, 

governing techniques include controlling time.241 In the case of the Swedish 

asylum-seeking system and in interviews with caseworkers, not only are asy-

lum-seekers' previous movements/mobility traced in relation to time, but a 

tension emerges “...between the temporal limits of the governing institutions 

and the temporal desires of the migrants...,”242 as many asylum-seekers get 
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stuck in the “time of waiting” due to bureaucratic procedures.243 During this 

time there are often certain obligations that must be met if an individual is to 

receive, for example, financial assistance.244 In their research on the govern-

ance of temporalities (and spatialities), Anne McNevin and Antje Missbach 

write about the humanitarianism of waiting, a term used to explain the meta-

morphosis of what are traditionally seen as humanitarian spaces (refugee con-

finement) with the time of waiting within those spaces.245  

One might assume, by examining different border controls and practices, 

that the goal of the migration management apparatus, especially after the “ref-

ugee crisis” of 2015, is to prevent, obstruct and contain certain people's move-

ments, putting an end to what is often problematically portrayed as  hyper-

mobility and/or “nomadic behavior.”246 What is increasingly focused on in 

some of the CMS literature, however, is how these governmental acts and 

practices are not solely a consequence of the movements of people, but are 

instead utilized as techniques of governance, as “migrants' movements are 

controlled, disrupted and diverted not (only) through detention and immobility 

but by generating effects of containment keeping migrants on the move and 

forcing them to engage in convoluted geography.”247 What is portrayed as cur-

tailing mobilities is simultaneously provoking mobilities. Martina Tazzioli 

calls this notion governing migrant mobility through mobility, as mobility is 

both an object of government and a technique of governing.248 Invisibility is 

used as a means to an end, because the goal of these measures is often not to 

surveil populations, but rather prevent, deter and obstruct any means of settle-

ment.249 In contrast to the literature on the surveillance of migrants, these tac-

tics paradoxically and actively hinder any chance of visibility.  

Scholars drawing on Foucault, such as Tazzioli, can argue that this govern-

ance of mobilities is inseparable from the biopolitics of migration, as they en-

tail “...a series of technologies, knowledges, and policies apt at regulating and 

acting upon life.”250 The CMS literature often examines “[n]otions such as 

control, protection, identification and registration” (all falling under the um-

brella term of governance), but rarely investigates the relationship and inter-

action between political technologies of biopolitics, mobility and control.251 
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The idea spaces of transit is at times used to examine how the governance of 

mobilities (while not necessarily using that specific term) plays out.252 Exam-

ining spaces of transits avoids a state-centric focus on “transit countries,”253 a 

term arguably used as a tool of governance in itself.254 Within these spaces, 

migrants are often continuously displaced as a result of the migration manage-

ment apparatus. Yet despite these specific practices of control and disruption, 

political subjectivity can be located, as “...conventional conceptions of state 

and citizenship are challenged by the emergence of alternative living spaces, 

communities and politics.”255 Here, one could apply Ranciére's ideas about 

politics, as according to him, politics is momentary and exists when the natural 

order of domination is disrupted by those who have no role to play.256 It can 

be found in these momentary exposures of resistance.  

Many scholars in the field of CMS argue against cherry-picking Foucauld-

ian concepts and instead advocate merging these concepts with new ones.257 

Some also argue that the current Foucauldian readings of, for example, sur-

veillance and control will problematically ignore the need to relate findings to 

both “...racialization and the postcolonial.”258 As Walters explains, “[w]hile 

analytics like biopolitics, discipline and neoliberalism offer all manner of in-

sights, we need to avoid the trap which sees Foucault's toolbox as something 

ready-made for any given situation.”259 In line with this thought and by con-

ducting fourteen in-depth interviews with border control actors, Bigo claims, 

for example, that we must avoid using biopolitics as “...an immanent cause 

or...as a causal determination of today's practices of border controls,” as it is 

“...not a structure, a paradigm, or an ideal type...”260 By using a socio-anthro-

pological approach and examining the formative practices of dispositions, 

Bigo concludes that a change that goes beyond biopolitics is currently unfold-

ing.261  

 

3.1.3 Care 

Many critical theorists writing about migration remind us of the complexity 

that arises when discussions about migration are not only increasingly inter-

twined with discourses of security, but also discourses of humanitarianism, 
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hospitality, and hostility.262 When it comes to humanitarianism as a whole, 

Miriam Ticktin states that it is, “…far from soft; indeed, it can often end up 

hurting those it intends to help.”263 Those deemed to be innocent (i.e., worthy 

of help) are demarcated from those deemed to be guilty (i.e., less worthy of 

help), as “…humanitarianism is about feelings rather than rights; it is about 

compassion, not entitlement…When migrants are spoken of as humanitarian 

victims, we take them out of the range of the law, where they have the right 

to be free from violence.”264 Events that evoke discourses of humanitarianism, 

such as the “refugee crisis” of 2015, are typically framed as “sudden and un-

predictable,” thereby separated from historical narratives.265 As Liisa Malkki 

points out, “…the established practices of humanitarian representation and in-

tervention are not timeless, unchangeable, or in any way absolute. On the con-

trary, these practices are embedded in long and complicated histories of their 

own…,” including histories such as those of international law, histories of 

banishment and legal protection, histories of empires and colonial rule, and so 

forth.266 Consequently, humanitarianism is inseparable from specific contexts 

of time and space.267 

As McNevin and Missbach state, “...humanitarianism has been integrated 

into the fabric of migration management.”268 This opens up the idea of human-

itarianism from one that has largely been associated with the actions of non-

governmental organizations, to viewing it as “...a complex domain possessing 

specific forms of governmental reason,”269 where those demarcated as vulner-

able are biopolitically regulated and controlled.270 Thus, CMS research has 

been at the forefront of explaining humanitarian governance as an intricate 

part of the governance of migration. This literature often highlights the ten-

sions that emerge when migrants are not only framed as potential threats in 

themselves, but as simultaneously in need of protection, affecting how they 

are treated, controlled and disciplined.271 Walters, for example, introduces the 

concept of the humanitarian border and explains that, if we are to understand 

both the birth of it and how it operates, we need to move beyond solely view-

ing it through the lens of biopower, although biopower is very much present. 

When it comes to the humanitarian border, different modes of power (such as 

that of biopower and that of pastoral power, as related to what Foucault ex-

plained as the “welfare state problem”) are operating and different subjects 
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are produced. Humanitarian intervention not only produces subjects deemed 

to be vulnerable and in need of protection, but “...this move is also cross-cut 

with the presumption of subjects who are able, or are to be capacitated, to 

mobilize for themselves.”272 Scholars such as Suzan Ilcan and Kim Rygiel 

emphasize the establishment of neoliberal governance and the neoliberal sub-

ject in contemporary refugee camps. As camps are increasingly becoming 

more permanent sites, refugees are biopolitically managed and transformed 

from aid recipients to neoliberal resilient subjects, “...expected not only to 

withstand adversity but also to thrive by becoming empowered and involved 

in the management of camp life.”273  

Other scholars, such as Ticktin, emphasize the role of disciplinary power 

in understanding humanitarianism, as the state does not “act ‘altruistically’ in 

recognizing common humanity.”274 By examining these different technologies 

of power operating within humanitarian governance, we find that there is a 

“...double-sided nature of humanitarian governance concerned with care and 

control.”275 An increasing amount of literature has thus turned to Foucault’s 

later work, in which “…care is not counterpoised to control, but rather is 

deemed to lie at the heart of modern practices of governmentality.”276 Fou-

cault’s development of the notion of pastoral power has contributed to a recent 

positioning of the notion of care as central in both psychology and political 

theory research. As social relations are reformulated “…in a neoliberal era 

characterized by the crisis of the welfare state and associated forms of dispos-

session,” care and control become increasingly difficult to untangle.277 In the 

governance of migration, we find “multi-stranded, tangled social relations and 

exchanges of care and control,”278 ranging from supportive to coercive rela-

tionships.279 Exchanges of care and control are organized and practiced in spe-

cific and contradictory ways.280 This is perhaps best exemplified through the 

coupling of humanitarianism with policing practices.281 For example, Ticktin 

explains that both policing and humanitarianism are two sides of the same 

coin, as “[p]olicing is often accompanied by a gesture towards the humane, 

and towards the ethical…force is justified in the name of peace and right.”282  
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In terms of humanitarian governance, by establishing the category of the 

innocent, the vulnerable, and those in need of protection (read: through com-

passion), a binary opposition is created: the category of the guilty (read: 

through criminalization and repression). In migration governance, this entails 

that traffickers are often seen as habituating the space of the guilty.283 In the 

case of the practices of Frontex-assisted Greek border police in Evros and at 

Frontex's headquarters, “humanitarianism is used for framing and giving 

meaning to institutional and operational practices,” enforcing the idea that 

there is, once again a “...double-sided nature of humanitarian governance con-

cerned with care and control.”284 Not only are migrants policed in this context 

often framed as being in need of both care and control themselves, they are 

also framed as being in need of protection from the “bad guys,” i.e. criminal 

networks involved in smuggling/trafficking.285 According to Foucault, this 

tension between care and control (which can also be located in the tension 

between rescue missions and “pushback” missions) is what defines policing 

and sets it apart from institutions pre-occupied with defense, such as the mili-

tary.286 This tension is not only found in the framing and/or practices of those 

given official police status within humanitarian governance, such as border 

police, but is also found in the discourses produced by other state employees 

working with migration management.  

This is perhaps most visible in the discourses surrounding migrant children, 

as they “...embody an underlining and unresolved tension embedded in the 

handling of migration in liberal Western democracies: to protect the vulnera-

ble whilst also protecting the borders of nation-states.”287 This tension be-

tween care and control is also examined in the CMS literature through Emma 

McCluskey’s research and her coining of the term: the governance of right-

eousness. According to McCluskey, a specific type of moral exceptionalism 

can be found in Sweden. This moral exceptionalism plays a role in producing 

a specific subject that is governable.288 By embedding herself with the local 

population of a small Swedish village, with mostly the volunteers there and 

newly arrived refugees in the village, McCluskey finds that refugees are in-

deed provided with a high standard of living, but in return are expected to play 

the role of the good refugee, never seen as equal to the Swedes, but instead 

“...as recipients of the benevolence of the good Swedes...,” a performance lad-

ened with notions of pastoral power and caring biopolitics.289 This mode of 
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humanitarian governance within states once again categorizes lives according 

to “worthiness” of both protection and sacrifice.290  

 

3.2 The missing subject in IR and the ambiguity of 

missingness 

We have thus far examined the governance of migration as depicted in previ-

ous research, conducted by critical scholars, but this thesis is distinctly preoc-

cupied with the governance of missingness within that sphere, and in particu-

lar missing asylum-seekers. When it comes to refugee determination systems, 

scholars such as Hardy argue that one must move beyond equating these sys-

tems with the discriminatory violence of the state, national borders and sover-

eignty, and also acknowledge the complexity of power at play in these inter-

stices.291 This thesis thereby proceeds on the assumption that the notion of 

missingness can be used to pry within these interstices and to wallow in these 

unknown crevices of bureaucratic procedures, helping us to examine different 

technologies of power. As “…missing persons disturb; their ambiguity de-

ranges not only those who search for them, but also those who seek to impose 

administrative or political classifications or categorizations.”292 The complex-

ity of power is regenerated by examining in what ways the notion of missing-

ness can disrupt logics of governance that are often organized around a dichot-

omy of presence and absence, as one is either included in a system or excluded 

from it.  

The notions of the missing subject and missingness, both theoretically and 

empirically, are, ironically enough, often missing from IR research. The di-

chotomy of presence and absence, however, has many similarities with the 

dichotomy of life and death, as examined in the IR literature that deals specif-

ically with biopolitics. Biopolitical research in IR has often drawn on the War 

on Terror for empirical leverage, as this research has prioritized and theorized 

life and death in different ways. Scholars such as Michael Dillon, Luis Lobo-

Guerrero, and Julian Reid, for example, have investigated the theoretical and 

ontological positioning of life within biopolitics, and in relation to contempo-

rary times.293 As Dillon states:  

[t]he war on terror has intensified and amplified these characteristic features of 

the biopolitics of security, but it did not initiate or invent them. It baroquely 

proliferated them in a spiraling gyre of security and surveillance technologies. 
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The security problematic posed by biopolitics is, therefore, not that of violent 

death at the hands of other men. It is how to ‘make life live.’ But what has been 

happening to life?294  

 

In different ways, scholars such as Dillon, Lobo-Guerrero, and Reid relate to 

the question posed: what, indeed, has been happening to the notion of life? 

According to this research, circulation becomes the logic in which biopolitics 

operates,295 and is itself a site where governing institutions monitor and regu-

late different flows.296 Biopolitical security techniques are not only concerned 

with the accumulation of either territory or resources, but attempt to govern 

circulation and flows, and thereby the referent object of life.297 

On the other hand, scholars such as Elizabeth Dauphinee and Cristina Mas-

ters draw on the War on Terror empirically, their aim being to question the 

ontology of life by primarily focusing on the biopolitical technologies that 

result in death. In their research, death is seen as something in relation to what 

it is not: life, rather than vice versa. In this sense, the security problematic 

posed by biopolitics does, indeed, become that of violent death at the hands of 

other men.298 In their edited volume The Logics of Biopower and the War on 

Terror: Living, Dying, Surviving, each chapter is related to the second part of 

the sovereign mantra according to Foucault: make live and let die, as “[b]io-

politics hides its death-producing activities under the rhetoric of making 

live.”299 By examining this, their aim is to recover “…the lives that are caught 

in the logics of sovereign biopower”300 as “[i]t is death that exposes the biopo-

litical project of sovereign life.”301 Yet what about missingness, where neither 

life nor death can be confirmed? A state in which one might be conceptually 

visible but physically missing?   

Despite this theorization of life and death in IR research, as well as the 

overall missingness of the missing from IR research, certain themes do appear 

when we conduct a literature review on missing asylum-seekers in general. 

Scholars writing on the topic are often immersed in fields ranging from social 

anthropology to geography, organization studies and critical IR.302 Jenny Ed-

kins’ research, which critically assesses the actions of authorities meant to deal 
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with missing people, is leading the way. Edkins states, “[w]hen people go 

missing, their relatives demand action. A particular, unique, irreplaceable per-

son has disappeared, and they want that person back. No one else will do. 

However, for the authorities who are supposed to act, there is really no such 

thing as an irreplaceable person: one person is for most purposes equivalent 

to another of the same sort.”303 Edkins’ research on missing persons is often 

placed within a context more aligned with “involuntary” disappearances, from 

those missing after the collapse of the Twin Towers to the unidentified bodies 

of dead migrants,304 but her research often draws on biopolitics and how we 

are, through the actions of governing bureaucracies, produced as bare life.305 

Yet she also poses the question, “I have talked about the missing; what about 

the unmissed? Not all those who are missing are reported.”306 She uses asylum-

seekers in the United Kingdom who disappear in order to avoid deportation as 

an example of those who are “…the missing, missing, the doubly missing,”307 

meaning “…those who are not present to a Western imagination in the first 

place, those who are invisible to many scholars of international relations, with 

its focus on the world seen from a particular perspective, as if that were the 

only one.”308 

When missingness is mentioned in IR, it is often equated with those mi-

grants/asylum-seekers who have lost their lives as a result of violent bordering 

practices and/or with the concept of bare life.309 This is often related to a pol-

itics of mourning and a politics of grievability versus non-grievability.310 This 

thesis hopes to go beyond previous research that equates the missing subject 

with the concept of Agamben’s bare life. 311 By equating missingness with 

bare life, we may “…deprive ourselves of the lexicon we need to understand 

the other networks of power to which it belongs, or how power is recast in that 

place or even saturated in that place.”312 For example, Achille Mbembe’s in-

troduction of the notion of necropower, a combination of Foucault’s “take life 
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and let live” and Agamben’s bare life, has been influential in the field,313 in 

particular for those examining deaths at the border.314 Mbembe analyzes how 

death structures the idea of sovereignty and extends Foucault’s analysis of 

racism and biopolitics. He is influential in acknowledging slavery as one of 

the first historical instances of biopolitical experimentation and develops the 

term necropolitics to mean “...contemporary forms of subjugation of life to the 

power of death.”315 Most of the research focusing on missingness, as equated 

with the deaths of migrants and asylum-seekers, often analyzes the site of bor-

der landscapes between the United States of America and Mexico, or the site 

of the Mediterranean Sea and the way in which “...this maritime space of ex-

ception is produced...”316  

States are criticized for deflecting their responsibility for these deaths,317 

while political activist groups are hailed for their attempts to bring these bod-

ies into a sphere of visibility, as they go “...beyond the temporality of emer-

gency to include the timelessness of death, and as such, they demand account-

ability and responsibility.”318 The notion of missingness is often analyzed, if 

it is analyzed at all, as a consequence or effect of violent logics of governance, 

rather than examining in what ways the notion of missingness can challenge 

logics of governance, as examined in this thesis. For Edkins, however, the 

unidentified bodies of those migrants challenge the biopolitical logic of the 

state. This is because bureaucracy cannot call for one’s identity in the form of 

“name, residence, citizenship, and date of birth,” to be made present. She 

states, “[n]ames without bodies and bodies without names disrupt and chal-

lenge the usual practices and demand something else.”319  Yet once the body 

is identified when possible, they are reabsorbed into the system, shifting sub-

jectivities from being a potential threat to state orderings, to becoming “a pas-

sive object.”320 This leads us into the final part of this section, which discusses 

the theoretical ambiguity of missingness as discussed in the research field.  

The literature on missing asylum-seekers in general, when not focusing on 

death, is often linked with the term “undocumented migrants/persons,” focus-

ing on topics such as conceptualizations of (il)legality, humanitarian issues 

such as access to healthcare and basic human rights, and/or embodied migrant 

experiences.321 Research investigating spatial conceptualizations of ab-

sence/presence, spaces of (in)existence, and questions of the co-existence of 
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concepts, such as exclusion/inclusion, represent reoccurring themes in the lit-

erature.322 Similar themes are often found in the literature focusing specifically 

on Sweden. This literature is often migrant-centered and generally equates 

missing asylum-seekers with those who have made, or felt forced to make, the 

difficult decision to go missing, while analyzing the violent repercussions en-

acted by the refugee determination system.323 Social anthropologist Shahram 

Khosravi’s research on embodied experiences of illegality, while simultane-

ously questioning the discourse of illegality, is at the forefront of the research 

produced on Sweden, alongside the research of Erika Sigvardsdotter.324 The 

different perceptions of missingness represented in this research remind us 

that scholars must be careful in depicting the missing, especially in the case 

of undocumented persons, as a collective group. As research shows that these 

individuals are often depicted as a homogenous group through state identifi-

cation and tracing systems,325 scholars should be careful in their research to 

avoid reproducing missing asylum-seekers (a term that often already confines 

and represents the individual as belonging to not one, but two submerged col-

lective groups) as a group with homogenous reasons for disappearing and/or 

homogenous embodied experiences of missingness. 

Yet considering the missingness of the missing in IR research and the am-

biguity of the term (i.e., who is labeled as missing and when), one can consult 

current research in the field of social and cultural geographies, to gain insight 

into the notion of missingness through a theoretical lens. Lars Frers states, 

“[t]he problem with accounts of absence is that they implicitly or explicitly 

use absence as ‘the other,’ the opposite, the unknown, the spectral, the imma-

terial. Absence is posited as something that derives its inherent quality from 

the fact that it is beyond mere materiality, beyond the body and its embed-

dedness in the physical world.”326 In their work on missingness within the 

United Kingdom, Hester Parr, Olivia Stevenson, Nick Fyfe, and Penny 

Woolnough, explore “...the paradoxical qualities of present but absent spati-

alities,” as those who disappear from a specific space often simultaneously 
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reappear in another.327 They attempt to address the abstract qualities of ab-

sences (or missingness), merging theoretical conceptualizations with both 

concrete materialities and corporal certainties.328 

That being said, disappearances and missing quickly become terms, 

through their abstractedness, that embody more than the purely corporeal cer-

tainties. Although not necessarily looking at asylum-seekers who have gone 

missing, in their work on missing people in the United Kingdom, Parr et al. 

found that those whom they had interviewed who had gone missing had often 

rejected the term “missing person” as an identifier, “...understanding them-

selves instead to be merely absent in practice.”329 It appears that in no way are 

the terms used to describe those who have gone missing as straight-forward 

or clear as institutions would like to depict them to be. Since 2013, for exam-

ple, some police forces in England and Wales have started making a distinc-

tion between the term missing and the term absent. This distinction entails that 

a missing person is defined, by the Association of Chief Police Officers 

(ACPO) and the National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA), as “anyone 

whose whereabouts cannot be established, and where the circumstances are 

out of character, or the context suggests the person may be subject to a crime 

or at risk of harm,” whereas an absent person is “a person who is not at a place 

where they are expected, or required to be.”330 In the distinction outlined 

above, a missing person will consequently lead officers to conduct a search 

and investigation, whereas an absent person will be treated as an incident that 

needs to be monitored.331 Missing appears to be, in this context, something 

you are or something that is out of character in relation to who you are, 

whereas absentness is something of an event or practice. 

It should be noted, however, that these definitions do not account for the 

presence of agency within certain disappearances. In interviews with those 

having been or gone missing in the United Kingdom, and whose disappear-

ances were in accordance with free will, it was found that “...people use ab-

sence as a tangible way to create time and space where it might be possible to 

resolve difficult or traumatic feelings” and that “[t]hese feelings are often 

linked to a sense of control for many interviewees, whose absence was all 

about ‘getting control back again’...”332 According to a report from 2017 by 

the Children’s Ombudsman in Sweden, a conclusion was drawn from many 

interviews with missing unaccompanied minors indicating that disappear-

ances “...can be a way for the child to take control over their own life or a 

                                                      
327 Parr et al. 2015, 191. 
328 Parr et al. 2015. 
329 Ibid., 196. 
330 Ibid., 204. 
331 Ibid. 
332 Ibid., 196. 



 

58 

reaction to fear and insecurity.”333 Previous research has also claimed that 

many unaccompanied minors will disappear after having received a negative 

decision on their asylum application, and that those who go missing for this 

reason often “...feel that there is a great lack of institutional knowledge about 

their situation.”334 The ambiguities of how these terms are interpreted and how 

they are later conceptualized through institutional practices reinforce once 

again how a focus on missingness may indeed point to the “...slippages and 

breakages, shifts and revisions,”335 that can occur within governing logics.  

 

3.3 Concluding remarks on the literature reviewed 

As previously stated, regarding the governance of migration, the CMS litera-

ture tends to examine the power of life in relation to the agency of migrants 

and their modes of resistance,336 meaning that research is often migrant-cen-

tric. Scholars will often examine how power operates within specific regimes 

of practices, as well as the effects that are produced, but will rarely engage 

with those employed to work within the migration management apparatus, and 

the discourses that these employees produce in their daily practices.  When it 

comes to surveillance studies, for example, Smith states that “...there is a dis-

tinct scarcity of empirical and theoretical attention focused on the activities 

and roles of those actually operating the various technologies of security in 

existence. This is a critical omission, as the everyday actions and behaviours 

of such individuals significantly affect the overall practice of surveillance, a 

key substantive topic assumed in much theory.”337 A similar conclusion can 

be drawn from the governance of migration literature. By interacting with 

CCTV operators, Smith found that they were “...simultaneously empowered, 

disempowered and re-empowered” as “...power within such workplace set-

tings is a fluid, indefinite and ambiguous property.”338 The state employee as 

a subject is also produced, albeit in relation to the asylum-seeker, and “[e]ven 

though individual officers can in their daily work adopt practices that disrupt 

sovereign imaginaries, they cannot escape their position as representatives of 

the state.”339 
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Scholars such as Puumala argue that, in the field of migration studies, we 

need to look at the daily practices that uphold the apparatus of the state, 

whether they be disciplinary, bureaucratic or mundane. This would help to 

demystify the very notion of the state, and to “...undermine the notion of the 

state as ‘structural,’ beyond people’s control and a unitary disembodied en-

tity.”340 One way of demystifying and further complicating the portrayal of the 

state is by interacting with state employees and examining the informal dis-

courses they produce, through examination of their attempts to govern miss-

ingness, as done in this thesis. By examining missingness through the perspec-

tive of state employees, as is done in this thesis, not only can we create the 

possibility to find “…inherent contradictions, ambiguities, gaps, blind spots 

and limitations,”341  but we may also be able to find unique pockets of re-

sistance within state institutions, thereby slowly contributing to the disman-

tling of the state as a self-existent, all-seeing, all-knowing, all-controlling, 

well-oiled entity.  It should also be noted that according to Walters, a focus on 

the microphysics of power, that is to say the capillaries of power, no matter 

how mundane, can expand our understanding of how governance works.342 

The mundanity of the everyday can therefore be far more interesting than we 

may initially expect. If we examine the microphysics of power and regimes of 

practices as well as their operations, we can also find sites of contestation and 

resistance, and with this comes the possibility of change,343 contributing to the 

current research.  

As outlined in the literature review, when examining the governance of mi-

gration, scholars have observed different technologies of power operating and 

manifesting, from disciplinary power to biopower and pastoral power. In sum, 

visibility appears to be at the core of governmentality, enabling governance 

through management and control, as migrants are made visible through quan-

tifying and labeling, kept visible through centers and camps, and made invis-

ible through forced mobilities. Although we are introduced to the idea of con-

trolling the conceptual and digital individual through fingerprints and the pro-

duction of risk assemblages in the CSS literature, the CMS literature tends to 

examine how the physicality of the individual is governed, through the control 

of both temporalities and spatialities. Yet, as this literature review shows, no-

tions of both control and care can be intertwined, especially when migration 

governance is framed through discourses of humanitarianism. Despite the 

CMS field covering a broad range of topics, research on how missingness, as 

an inbetweeness involving not being fully present or absent within a system, 

can pose challenges for those working at state institutions and their governing 

logics is missing from the IR literature. This thesis therefore hopes to move 
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beyond equating missing asylum-seekers with death, and instead delve into 

what this inbetweeness can tell us about the relationship between governance 

and missingness and the different technologies of power found operating 

within this site. 
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4. Research Design 

This chapter outlines the research design for this thesis and comprises two 

main components: a reflexive account of my methodology and my choice of 

methods. Section 4.1 outlines the reasons for selecting Sweden as a case for 

this thesis. Section 4.2 demarcates the need for reflexivity throughout the re-

search process, aligning with the belief that we are indeed embedded in the 

world that we wish to examine, which affects our choice of field sites, research 

aims, research questions, processes of data collection, and so forth. We are 

also embedded within the politics of our research design. A critical methodol-

ogy in this thesis entails that I reflect on the consequences of occupying an 

insider-outsider position in my study. The consequences of occupying this po-

sition are illuminated in Section 4.3, where I outline how interviews with state 

employees comprised the material examined in this thesis, including how in-

terviewees were accessed, how interviews were conducted, and the politics of 

language within these interactions. Embracing the mess that often results from 

interviewing, through personal reflections, emotions and contradictions, al-

lows one to move beyond official state narratives. Section 4.4 delves into how 

this mess is embraced in the empirical chapters by delineating the choice of 

methods for this thesis: a Foucauldian-inspired analysis of discourse. After 

outlining the theoretical underpinnings of discourse and how discourses are 

examined according to Michel Foucault, Section 4.5 explains how a Foucauld-

ian understanding of discourse is engaged with as a toolbox to examine the 

material, as discourses are produced, repeated, and reiterated by state employ-

ees.  

 

4.1 Case selection  

Why choose to examine discourses surrounding the notion of missingness in 

Sweden, of all places? Sweden is an interesting case with regard to the asylum 

regime as a whole.344 It is often portrayed as a “destination country” for asy-

lum-seekers. Considering the country’s number of asylum applications despite 
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its geographical location in Europe, one would assume that disappearances in 

Sweden would be less expected compared to those in so-called “transit coun-

tries.” Unless arrival in Sweden is by airplane, asylum-seekers arriving from 

outside Europe will often have to travel through what are considered transit 

countries such as Italy or Greece.345 However, a report by the European Mi-

gration Network (EMN) stated that “[f]or the first time, Sweden also became 

a transit country during the autumn months of 2015, as several thousand asy-

lum seekers passed through Sweden to reach Finland or Norway.”346 In addi-

tion to often being referred to as a destination country, its performative image 

as a “humanitarian superpower” has recently come under scrutiny, sparking 

headlines in internationally renowned newspapers, such as: “Even Europe’s 

humanitarian superpower is turning its back on refugees”347 and “Sweden 

slams shut its open-door policy towards refugees.”348 During what (problem-

atically) became dubbed as the “refugee crisis,” asylum policies and practices 

quickly changed. Prime Minister Stefan Löfven gave a speech to the Swedish 

public in September 2015, stating, “[m]y Europe doesn’t build walls.” How-

ever, a mere two months after this speech, Löfven stated in a speech in No-

vember 2015, that “[w]e simply can’t do any more,” as borders were tightened 

and stricter asylum policies were put in place. A couple months after the No-

vember 2015 speech, the Prime Minister explained that, “[t]he government 

now considers that the current situation, with a large number of people enter-

ing the country in a relatively short time, poses a serious threat to public order 

and national security.”349  

Despite the enactment of a stricter asylum regime and the implied links 

between migration and security, Sweden is also often regarded as “a highly 

controlled, comprehensive welfare state.”350 It is said that Foucault’s own ex-

perience of living in Sweden in the late 1950s shaped much of his philosoph-

ical thinking, as “…he observed that despite Sweden’s reputation as a freer 

country than France (i.e. less social restrictions), a certain kind of freedom 

may have as many restrictive effects as a directly restrictive society.”351 As 

Carly Elizabeth Schall states, Sweden “…is for many the go-to case of a fully 

realized welfare state,” as “[i]t provides cradle-to-grave social services on the 

basis of citizenship, not need, and has high levels of decommodification, re-

distribution, and taxation.”352 The “…main organizing cultural principle” of 
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the Swedish welfare state is often traced back to the concept of the People’s 

Home (folkhemmet), a concept widely disseminated through a speech held by 

Social Democratic Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson in 1928.353 Sweden was 

to become a “good home” for a single unified family, i.e. the Swedish nation, 

and no one was to be “left behind.”354 In the years of Social Democratic rule 

following this, the People’s Home came to include universal health care, free 

universal state child care, free higher education, and socialized housing. Ac-

cording to journalist Andrew Brown, the introduction of the People’s Home 

kept “…Sweden’s strict sense of communal order- with the same sense that 

everyone, rather than a single Big Brother, was watching you all the time- 

while changing the underlying dogma, substituting the authority of science 

and the hope of progress for the authority of God and the hope of salvation.”355 

This has inevitably, albeit through various waves, shaped “…Swedish politi-

cal consciousness” as we know it today.356 

The evolvement of the People’s Home as an organizing principle of Swe-

dish society has been celebrated by those who find it to be “…built on values 

of universalism and individual rights,” but also critiqued by Foucauldian-in-

spired historians due to its “…utopian legacies of social engineering.”357 In the 

1960s, the Swedish Left could be heard critiquing it “…as a bureaucratised 

model of social engineering and as a version of…authoritarian society.”358 A 

similar critique, albeit with a neoliberal twist, could be heard from the Swedish 

Right a decade later. 359 As Schall reminds us, today, “[t]he welfare machine 

itself works on, but it is showing all the signs of aging. Some of its parts have 

worn out and have had to be jury-rigged. Others have been replaced- perhaps 

unnecessarily.”360 What unites these analyses of the Swedish welfare state is 

their representation of societal control, regardless of whether this control is 

understood as positive, negative, or somewhere in between. It also demarcates 

who is deemed to belong, and who is not, who is present within the system, 

and who is not, as the “…welfare state cannot function unbounded.”361 Con-

cerning questions of migration, scholars such as Stephen Castles and Mark 
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Miller argue that social-democratic states are more likely to aim for an “inter-

ventionist” integration strategy, as a “…commitment to a universalist welfare 

state requires that immigrants be drawn into the system.”362  

Sweden is an interesting case to look at, as it functions through the logics 

of subjecting one to a system of bureaucracy, which in turn entails many op-

portunities for control. For example, in Sweden today, one often needs a per-

sonal identity number within the system to access most institutions.363 Asy-

lum-seekers in Sweden are formally incorporated into and made present 

within the system, thereby also accessing certain rights associated with a wel-

fare state. After their asylum claims are investigated, the system decides 

whether or not they are to be fully incorporated as a resident (and potential 

future citizen) or to be expelled. So, what happens when asylum-seekers are 

incorporated into the system and disappear before the state makes the decision 

or carries out the decision made regarding their continued incorporation or 

their expulsion? That there are no exact figures on how many undocumented 

migrants reside in the country is, according to Zenia Hellgren, “particularly 

problematic” for a country such as Sweden.364  

State employees working within the SMA, social services, and the police 

were chosen for this case, as they partake in a “contemporary system of polit-

ical management based on the administration of populations.”365 These state 

employees are of importance to this study because they play a central role in 

the Swedish asylum regime and encounter asylum-seekers on a daily basis and 

through all (non-linear) stages of disappearances, from arrival, to disappear-

ance and reappearance.366 It is also possible for all three of these institutions 

to be, or to have been, involved in the same case. Employees at the SMA, for 

example, oversee the actual asylum-seeking process for adults, families, and 

unaccompanied minors, while social workers are mainly involved in questions 

of welfare regarding unaccompanied minors in the asylum process. The police 

are often involved in questions of deportation, as the final part of the asylum-

seeking process, when one is no longer officially considered “an asylum-

seeker.”   

In this thesis, I have chosen to limit the scope of interviews to those work-

ing within the asylum regime, which inevitably risks “…flattening migrant 

stories and experiences into abstract generalities.”367 Recent scholarly work in 
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migration studies has increasingly stressed the need to amplify the lived expe-

riences of migrants,368 as told by migrants themselves, as this: 

 …enables us to give context and content to the policies that govern cross-bor-

der migration as well as the everyday lives of migrants who encounter (or 

avoid) security personnel, who live in camps, reception centers, and detention 

centers…and who challenge state frameworks and law, revealing the politics of 

security, citizenship, and mobility that shape key parts of our contemporary 

world.369  

 

Migrants’ resistance to different technologies of governance is increasingly 

being examined within the scholarly research.370 This thesis acknowledges the 

unprecedented importance of research such as this, while simultaneously mak-

ing a case for the need to also examine relations of power (and potentials for 

resistance) within the state (in this case, within state institutions), dismantling 

our pre-conceived notions of the logics of the state and the idea that it is a self-

existing entity. As Wanda Vrasti states, “[t]he end goal would be to make high 

theory, the usefulness of which I am still convinced of, amendable to personal 

reflection and political action.”371 Even though this thesis is specifically tied 

to the context of Sweden, my hope is that the theoretical questions raised in 

this thesis, regarding how missingness and governance relate to one another, 

will inspire further work within migration research.372 

 

4.2 Reflections on reflexivity  

As researchers, we are not only inseparable from the questions we ask, but 

also from the field that we engage with, as even our field sites are often chosen 

“…depending on where our ‘intellectual interests, personal predilections, and 

career outcomes can most happily intersect’.”373 Many scholars adopting the-

ories and practices deemed critical within the field of IR would agree with the 

notion that, as researchers, we forever haunt the corridors of our own projects 

                                                      
368 See, e.g.: Johnson 2013b; McNevin 2013; Doty 2010; and Squire et al. 2021.  
369 Johnson 2016, 383. 
370 See, e.g.: Ansems de Vries 2016; Sigvardsdotter 2013; Broeders 2009; and Edkins and Pin-

Fat 2004. 
371 Vrasti 2013, 60. 
372 In his article Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research, Flyvbjerg claims that 

“[a] purely, descriptive, phenomenological case study without any attempt to generalize can 

certainly be of value in this process [of knowledge accumulation] and has often helped cut a 

path toward scientific innovation.” He emphasizes that there are limitations “…which follow 

when formal generalization becomes the only legitimate method of scientific inquiry” (see: 

Flyvbjerg 2006, 227). Hence, on this aspect, I choose to side with the work of Flyvbjerg.  
373 Vrasti 2010, 84. 
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and are part of the stories we tell, thereby resisting the golden rule we are 

taught early on in our methodology training: “…the writer must be absent 

from his/her own work in order to be considered legitimate.”374 Being a pre-

sent force in the research one produces and the writing one manifests does not 

come with a clear methodology checklist375 of “do this” and “don’t do that,” 

but it does allow us to embody creativity in order to be transparent, reflective, 

brave, and curious, in the eyes of the readers, those we engage with in the 

field, and ourselves, as we actively stop disassociating ourselves from our re-

search designs. Vrasti argues, for example, that “[n]o matter how we go about 

collecting our data, the most powerful methodological tool in all social re-

search remains writing. It is in writing that the fantasy of valid truth is pro-

duced, by taking ourselves out of our projects, treating the world around us as 

evidence and subsuming social reality to explanatory methods and theo-

ries.”376 At the end of the day, adopting a writing style that is devoid of a voice 

in order to portray neutrality and objectivity is, as Roxanne Lynn Doty argues, 

itself “highly political.”377 

Hence, it is through methodologies that adopt a lens of criticality and 

thanks to the pioneering work of feminist scholars, that we are regularly intro-

duced to the importance of both positionality and reflexivity. Feminist re-

search, in particular, has been at the forefront of inspiring us to ask difficult 

questions in order to better our research projects and do less harm, to use our 

privileged positions as academics to focus on hierarchies and exclusions, and 

to realize the political as it is embedded in our everyday lived realities.378 Ac-

cording to Mark B. Salter, the positionality of one’s research can alter the ac-

tual research design in a number of ways. This includes “…the personal posi-

tion of the research in wider political and social structures of race, class, gen-

der, sexuality, and nationality,” affecting “…one’s unquestioned assumptions, 

one’s access, and the way that others relate.”379 Other positionalities include 

one’s institutional position, which affects opportunities for funding or im-

posed funding restraints,380 as well as “…the question of intellectual disposi-

tion, the self-positioning of an expert, observer, students, etc., separate and 

distinct from the world.”381  

Similar to aspects of positionality, the research process itself affects the 

research object/situation, encouraging us to adopt practices of reflexivity, as 

                                                      
374 Doty 2010, 1047-1048. 
375 Ibid., 1049.  
376 Vrasti 2010, 86. 
377 Doty 2004, 378. 
378 See, e.g.: Enloe 1990; Cohn 2011; Vrasti 2010; Ackerly and True 2008; and Wibben 2016.  
379 Salter 2013b, 20. 
380 Ibid., 21.  
381 Ibid., 22.  
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“[r]eflexivity makes us think about the (power) relations between the re-

searcher and the researched, and the political nature of research,”382 and our 

situatedness as researchers.383 As Brooke Ackerly and Jacqui True ask, “[h]ow 

can we study power and identify ways to mitigate its abuse in the real world 

when we, as international relations researchers, also participate in the power-

ful projection of knowledge in this world?”384 A reflexive practice should also 

entail acknowledging the historical context of the term “research” itself, as it 

is linked to European colonialism and imperialism, and how one’s positional-

ity as a “knowledge producer” (in my case: as a white woman in a Western 

academic setting) has deep roots in systemic and epistemic violence,385 with 

contemporary ethical and political consequences. Because scholarly 

knowledge is not value neutral, it “…needs to be understood as embedded in 

its contexts of production, which include the research subject’s location in 

time, space, body and historical and societal power relations as well as the 

research technologies as part of the research process.”386 

This approach aligns with the notion that “…a critical research design 

should open up inquiry, privileging the questioning rather than the answering, 

the doubt rather than the certainty that comes with an entrenchment in disci-

plinary practices.”387 Although I have continuously had an inner-dialogue con-

cerning how my race, class, gender, sexuality, and nationalities have affected 

the trajectories of this project, I have chosen to focus the remainder of my 

methodology section on my subject position as an insider-outsider within this 

project, due to my previous employment at the SMA. My previous intimacy 

with the research topic has inevitably influenced the research process. Conse-

quently, I also hope that, by changing the style of writing in this methodology 

section in comparison to the rest of the thesis, I will enable a new form of 

intimacy, as vulnerabilities are unveiled, “…in order to make ourselves ac-

countable for the situatedness of our knowledge production.”388 The 

“…hunches, tensions, or disjunctions in my own life”389 have guided me 

throughout the research process, from why I decided to engage with the notion 

of missingness, to what material was chosen, how that material was gathered, 

and what language was used. J. Ann Tickner explains that “[a]cknowledging 

the subjective element in one’s analysis, which exists in all social science re-

search, actually increases the objectivity of the research.”390  

                                                      
382 Kunz 2013, 63. 
383 Ackerly and True 2008, 694-699. 
384 Ibid., 694. 
385 Wibben 2016, 10.  
386 Haraway cited in Koobak and Thapar-Björkert 2014, 50.  
387 Guillaume 2013, 31. 
388 Koobak and Thapar-Björkert 2014, 60.  
389 Tamas 2009, 60. 
390 Tickner 2006, 27.  
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I began working at the SMA in 2011, and worked there actively until I 

began my PhD training in 2017. During this time, I continuously grappled 

with the paradox that the asylum regime was often represented as a self-exist-

ing entity, although this entity in fact comprised thousands of individuals 

working within it, with thousands of different opinions, motivations, and 

working styles. This realization often triggered philosophical questions of re-

sponsibility in terms of my own role within the system, as I would often hear 

loved ones state their polarizing opinions such as: “it really puts me at rest 

knowing that there’s a ‘good’ person working within the system” or “hey, I 

was thinking about your job the other day…have you ever read Eichmann in 

Jerusalem?” I often felt like an insider and an outsider at the same time. When 

visiting the new SMA headquarters for some of my interviews during the data 

collection phase of this thesis, the binary of insider/outsider was furthermore 

disrupted. In corridors where I previously would have swiped my access card 

and passed through without a suspicious glance, I was now standing behind 

glass windows, showing my identification card to security guards, in an at-

tempt to score a visitor’s card. I could never figure out the logic behind it, but 

some days I was asked by the security guards to wait in the entrance hallway, 

until my interviewee would physically come and retrieve me from the cold, 

swiping their access cards twice to allow us both through the rotating doors. 

On other days, however, I was allowed to wait behind the golden gate doors, 

in a temporary waiting room with free coffee, as I, once again, eagerly waited 

for my interviewee to claim me in the human “lost and found,” saving me from 

the gaze of the security guards.  

However, as I would sit and wait and reflect on the peculiarity of feeling 

uncomfortably in/out of place, my thought process was always disrupted by 

familiar voices and friendly faces. Old colleagues would interrupt their pur-

poseful gait to give me a hug once they had caught sight of me, and ask me 

how my thesis was going. Those with arms overflowing with case files and 

faces full of stress would often say something in line with “count yourself 

lucky that you got out of here when you did,” and those calmly entering to 

begin their workday would say something in line with “we should get lunch 

or go for a coffee someday soon.” The spaces that I was to critically engage 

with, question, and problematize from the perspective of a researcher rather 

than an employee were the same spaces that I felt a previous, albeit compli-

cated, familiarity with. That being said, “…drawing inside-outside boundaries 

is a power move, not a move towards truth.”391  

I reflected on this when visiting a social services office during my data 

collection phase, where like at the SMA, security guards lined the first point 

of access. During this visit, I jotted into my journal:  

                                                      
391 Tamas 2009, 56. 
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The first thing which meets my eye is the non-verbal statement that here you 

must play the part, here you must accept that there is an order to things and that 

order is out of your control. I understand this theoretically. I want to problem-

atize this order, theoretically. Yet in practice…I am there as a privileged re-

searcher, as someone whose life has not been twisted by violent bordering prac-

tices.392 

 

Although other spaces within my life enact other hierarchical positions in ac-

cordance with other identity categories, I occupy a formidable position of priv-

ilege if I am able to access specific spaces (such as these) organized around 

logics of exclusion, solely for purposes of research and without fear of how 

these particular and violent bordering practices may or may not affect my lived 

reality. This point should under no circumstances be taken lightly. Yet because 

of the public representations of these spaces, the latter can be difficult to ac-

cess for research purposes. My attempts to formally gain access to the SMA 

for an extended period, for the purpose of doing ethnographic research, fell 

through twice. My work experience at the SMA, however, did undeniably help 

me in accessing interviewees. I felt that employees at the SMA were more at 

ease speaking to me knowing my so-called professional background, although 

the level of this ease would at times worry me, as some interviewees would 

share problematic experiences followed by: “well, you know how it is.” Social 

workers would at times also refer to me as the SMA during interviews. 

I attempted to minimize using the bureaucratic lingo intrinsic to these in-

stitutions during interviews to demarcate the past insider from the present out-

sider (as if the two could be distinguished from one another…), but quickly 

realized how these specific vocabularies had unconsciously become en-

trenched in my way of communicating within these spaces.393 As Sophie Ta-

mas warns us, “…being an insider isn’t some sort of ethical insurance policy. 

It can also make you arrogant and blind you to really important issues. Expe-

rience and identity can’t be conflated with critical awareness and understand-

ing.”394 Moments such as these reminded me that there is a blurry line between 

sharing a common temporal and spatial past with someone and meeting in the 

present under other circumstances. Regardless of whether I personally agreed 

with them or not, I felt an enormous responsibility associated with the fact that 

people would give me time in their day to share their reflections, emotions, 

and experiences with me, handing them over in a fragile box while knowing 

that my job as a researcher was to amplify, dismantle, and critically examine 

everything I pulled out of that box. The following sections outline how I eth-

ically and practically went about that process, to the best of my ability.  

                                                      
392 By this I mean bordering practices of inclusion/exclusion in terms of nationality.  
393 This includes, e.g., using the abbreviation BUV (in Swedish this is the abbreviation for barn 

utan vårdnadshavare) when speaking about unaccompanied minors, or referring to a case rather 

than an asylum-seeker.  
394 Tamas 2009, 55.  
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4.3 Discovery of material: from official documents to 

interviews  

I began this research journey by consulting the official bureaucratic docu-

ments I could find surrounding missing asylum-seekers in Sweden, my aim 

being to get an overarching view of which discourses were sent out into the 

world through widespread publication, and after, what I can only assume to 

be, careful negotiation. Apart from the SMA’s official employee handbook 

outlining bureaucratic routines for managing the case files of absconding asy-

lum-seekers, most of the documents I came across were produced by the 

Stockholm County Administrative Board in cooperation with governmental 

institutions and non-governmental organizations,395 and often solely in rela-

tion to missing unaccompanied minors. The Stockholm County Administra-

tive Board appeared to be the largest producer of these documents as a result 

of a designated government assignment given in January 2016 (later extended 

in 2018), which called upon County Administrative Boards to “...in coopera-

tion with other relevant authorities and actors, conduct a national mapping of 

missing unaccompanied children and propose measures to the government to 

prevent their disappearances.”396 The Stockholm County Administrative 

Board established a network of both institutions and organizations that were 

regularly in contact with unaccompanied minors and developed a project plan 

(as laid out in these publications) in which their goal was to increase cooper-

ation with the network, increase efficiency, and work proactively to decrease 

disappearances.397 

I am hesitantly impressed by the network’s attempt to take on, in my view, 

an almost impossible task of categorizing abstract conceptualizations and di-

verse lived realities into cooperation plans, manageable routines, and check-

lists. This inevitably reduces the complexity and the messiness of the social 

world into, as some interviewees would refer to it, “a roadmap,” alleviating 

some of the pressures of everyday decision-making through the use of over-

arching bureaucratic guidelines. Yet I have always been a fan of embracing 

the chaos and digging into disorder, or to put it into more academic terms, 

“[a]ttuning our methodological approach to mess…”398 As Allison Howell 

states, “[w]hile policy documents are a useful place to begin, they can only 

tell us about the aspirations of their authors. In order to get at the messy actu-

alities of governing, it becomes important to go beyond policy.”399 Although 

these documents were not policy documents as such, I did recognize from my 

                                                      
395 See, e.g.: Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016a, 2016b, 2017a, 2017b, and 2017c. 
396 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (no date a.).  
397 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (no date b.). 
398 Squire 2013, 37. 
399 Howell 2013, 130. 
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own experience of working at the SMA that everyday interactions with no-

tions of missingness were more intricate and multilayered than represented in 

these documents, thus leading me to the decision to collect my material 

through interviews. 

I conducted interviews with forty individuals.400 Of these forty individuals, 

seventeen worked within the SMA, fourteen within the social services, and 

three within the police.401 One individual was difficult to categorize as they 

mainly drew on their experiences of having previously worked at both the 

SMA and social services. Another individual contributed with their experi-

ence of working within the network created by the Stockholm County Admin-

istrative Board and therefore with the SMA, social services, and the police; 

and another worked together with social services to locate unaccompanied mi-

nors who had gone missing. The remaining three interviewees were later ex-

cluded from this thesis.402 The positions of those who were interviewed at both 

the SMA and social services included a wide range of job titles, from case-

workers/social workers to heads of departments.403 At the SMA, many of those 

interviewed shared a wide range of experiences as a result of having worked 

at different units related to the asylum-seeking process within the SMA. Inter-

views normally ranged from forty-five minutes to one and a half hours in du-

ration and were conducted in all imaginable locations, ranging from formal 

conference rooms, to bustling cosmopolitan cafés, and virtual Skype meet-

ings, once the Corona pandemic reared its ugly head. If the interviewees were 

acquaintances from before, the interviews were sometimes conducted over 

coffee at my kitchen table at home, or sitting cross-legged on their living room 

couches in their homes. I encouraged those being interviewed to choose 

whichever location they preferred, hoping to accommodate, to the best of my 

ability, their schedules and comfort levels.  

                                                      
400 This resulted in a total of thirty-six interviews, as two interviews included three people who 

were interviewed at the same time as part of a group discussion. This format was requested by 

those specific interviewees. All interviews were conducted between September 2018 to Sep-

tember 2020. For a list of interviewees, see: Appendix III.  
401 One interview with an employee within the police force was, however, “off the record.”  
402 Two of these interviewees were employed at NGOs working with unaccompanied minors 

and one was employed at an accommodation center for unaccompanied minors. They were 

interviewed because many interviewees had mentioned the role of both NGOs and accommo-

dation centers in relation to missing unaccompanied minors. It was thus interesting to hear their 

perspectives. I was hoping to see whether these organizations and facilities could somehow 

initially be brought into this thesis, but decided to limit the scope to state employees within the 

Swedish asylum regime.     
403 For a list of the positions of those who were interviewed, see: Appendix III. Not all positions 

or units of employment are listed in this appendix, as some interviewees requested that I exclude 

this information, in order to further protect their anonymity.  
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All but three interviews were audio-recorded,404 and all interviewees were 

offered anonymity.405 Although it was a time-consuming endeavor indeed, I 

made the active choice to transcribe the interviews myself, hoping that this 

would offer an even greater reassurance of anonymity for those being inter-

viewed. Despite the painstakingly brutal task of listening to my own harrow-

ing voice eagerly trying to seek out human connections for hours on end, I 

also made this choice because I wanted to recognize my own mannerisms 

within the interviewing process as early on as possible, in order to minimize 

occasions when I could perhaps affect what someone was sharing with me by, 

for example, not waiting out the silences.406 By transcribing early on, I have 

learned that silences do not always need to be filled with small talk or further 

questions, an idea that has disrupted everything the American school system 

taught me as a child about pleasant and polite social behavior. It should also 

be noted that all interviews were carried out in Swedish, and transcribed ac-

cordingly. I have translated the chosen excerpts into English and have, due to 

matters of transparency, included the terms I found difficult to translate in an 

appendix.407   

 

4.3.1 Access to interviewees 

I attempted to access interviewees through both formal and informal routes. 

Every formal attempt with the SMA and the police entailed e-mailing far up 

on the hierarchy ladder, enduring a lengthy silence, and then being appointed 

a representative to be interviewed. Many of my interviewees at the social ser-

vices were obtained by contacting heads of departments, resulting in an even 

mixture of silences and positive responses, with many putting me in touch 

with the social workers within their department as well. Most of the interview-

ees, however, were accessed through using a snowball method, beginning with 

my own contacts at the SMA, and contacts of friends and acquaintances within 

the social services. I was often put in touch with others through these inter-

views. Although my personal contacts from my years of working within the 

                                                      
404 One of these interviews was not audio-recorded in an attempt to test the method of note-

taking rather than recording and then transcribing. The other two interviews were “off the rec-

ord,” as requested by the interviewees. Consequently, they are not quoted or included in my 

thesis as such, but the information provided in them was instead useful for content-checking 

other interviews, as well as for networking purposes. It should also be noted that I have followed 

Stockholm University’s GDPR guidelines to the best of my abilities.  
405 In my empirical chapters (Chapters 5 to 7), interviewees are referred to using gender neutral 

pronouns (as requested by some interviewees), the aim being to provide as much anonymity as 

possible. A handful of interviewees asked to approve their quotes ahead of time, despite ano-

nymity. For those whom I was able to reach, the quotes sent to them were approved. For those 

whom I was unable to reach, their direct quotes were not included in the thesis.  
406 If I believed this was indeed the case, those passages were not included in the thesis.  
407 See: Appendix I.   
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SMA provided me a golden path in, albeit through the backdoor, I spent many 

sleepless nights in the beginning of my interviewing process, attempting to 

figure out the political and ethical consequences of interviewing people whom 

I knew, not only for the sake of the thesis, but also for the sake of these rela-

tionships. I was worried that perhaps only one specific view on migration and 

missingness would be represented and I therefore attempted to counteract this 

by reaching out, for the majority of my interviews, to those whose political 

affiliations had not been shared with me during small talk in front of the lunch-

room microwaves. It should be noted that employees within the police were 

nearly impossible to access, which constitutes a finding per se, regarding is-

sues of transparency, issues of resources, or both. Although my contact details 

were circulated formally and informally, I obtained two “on the record” inter-

views and one “off the record” interview. These interviews are nevertheless 

of value to this thesis, as I am interested in interviewees and their role within 

the asylum regime. Individual employees at the police play a role within that 

regime, as do employees at the SMA and social services. 

 

4.3.2 Interviewing process 

I chose a semi-formal interviewing process, hoping to enable a conversation 

that was as easygoing as possible and that would provide a space not only to 

investigate the everyday practices within the Swedish asylum regime, but also 

to examine the reflections and emotions surrounding missingness and working 

within this regime. The questions I posed differed depending on what institu-

tion the interviewee was employed at and could also differ depending on what 

unit the interviewee was employed at within their institution. It should be 

noted, however, that these differences were only slight. I began all interviews 

by paradoxically and purposefully adopting the interview style that the SMA 

uses when interviewing asylum-seekers, that is, by asking an open-ended 

question, later returning to the core questions. Interviewees were asked to 

begin by describing, in any way shape or form, their experiences with missing 

or absconding asylum-seekers. Similar to Heather L. Johnson’s technique of 

open-ended interviews guided by core questions, “[i]n giving at least partial 

control of the interview to participants, a semi-structured, open interview en-

abled my participants to contextualize and represent him/herself as much as 

possible.”408 Although Johnson’s technique is used for amplifying “…subju-

gated knowledges and the voices of the marginalized,”409 I do believe that a 

similar approach is beneficial when trying to penetrate beneath official state 

narratives, and access the reflections of those working within the state, both 

as state employees, but also as subjects above and beyond their work titles.  

                                                      
408 Johnson 2013a, 68. 
409 Ibid. 
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The open-ended question, which asked interviewees to reflect on their ex-

periences of missingness, was tackled in a variety of ways. Some interviewees 

reflected on individual cases for an endless amount of time, while others ref-

erenced official guidelines, unconsciously tapping their hands on the Stock-

holm County Administrative Board’s official documents, which they had 

printed out and brought to the interview. Others found this interviewing style 

rather difficult and asked to be provided with more guidance on answering the 

question. Core questions in every interview entailed asking about routines at 

the unit in relation to pre-/potential/post-disappearances, what terms are used 

at the unit, reflections on the terms missing and absconding, and questions of 

responsibility in relation to preventing disappearances and/or finding missing 

asylum-seekers again. I would often stray from the core questions, but always 

return to them, my goal being to ask natural follow-up questions about some-

thing the interviewee may have said. Interviewees were asked to discuss their 

own interpretations of terms known to have many different meanings, such as 

control, surveillance, and power, if they had used them in an answer.  

In line with Johnson’s interview design, a flexible approach, “…required 

me to be open both to changing my focus and the questions I asked according 

to what information I received. I constantly assessed and reassessed my ap-

proach. I did not delete or remove questions, but only added them as needed. 

This maintained a baseline of consistency across interviews, while also ena-

bling a learning process.”410 It should also be noted that direct quotes from the 

interviews have purposefully been used in the thesis and kept, at times, in their 

original lengthy format, with a view “[t]o not be biased against (or make im-

possible) the capturing of a multiplicity of knowledge…”411 Hence, by incor-

porating quotes in their original lengthy format, I hope to provide the reader 

with transparency as to my interpretations of the interview material. I have 

also attempted to include in my transcriptions and thereafter quotes, instances 

in which interviewees have laughed when providing an answer, have paused 

in silence, hesitated with their words, used their fingers to signal quotation 

marks around words, or where we may have cut each other off, or been inter-

rupted by an external disturbance. By attempting to transcribe non-verbal 

forms of communication as well, I hope to not only capture the atmosphere in 

the room, but also acknowledge the relevance of all forms of communication, 

whether articulated through words or gestures. 

 

4.3.3 The politics of language 

The fine balancing act of having the ethical responsibility to be transparent 

about one’s initial research project with interviewees, while being as receptive 
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and attentive as possible to new potentialities, surprises, and disturbances, 

which may introduce new directions during the interviews, can indeed be dif-

ficult to navigate. As Nicole Nguyen describes, albeit in relation to covert re-

search methods, “[w]hat ethical responsibility did James have to disclose the 

research agenda? Did his intentions to reveal hidden abuses of power alter this 

responsibility?”412 Added into the mix of ethics and transparency, there is also 

the desire to avoid describing one’s project in terms that will guide the inter-

viewee to purposefully use specific words or descriptions that may do nothing 

but reaffirm the theoretical concepts floating around in the interviewer’s head. 

There is indeed a politics to the framing of one’s research project, and whether 

or not to confess one’s intellectual politics and/or critical positionality.413 

Hence, in my e-mails reaching out to interviewees, I chose to describe my 

project as focusing on the practices of state employees at state institutions with 

regard to asylum-seekers who disappear/abscond during the asylum-seeking 

process. The e-mail explained that although this topic is something that has, 

at times, gained media attention, current research has yet to explore how em-

ployees deal with missingness both administratively and personally.  

At times, I would already disclose in the e-mail that I had previously 

worked for the SMA. If this information was not provided when reaching out, 

I made a point of divulging it to all interviewees, stressing that this project 

was being conducted independent of that employment, which had only 

sparked some of my ideas for the thesis that were based on previous experi-

ences. I found this to be important information to disclose, as I noticed that 

some interviewees outside the SMA had strong critical opinions against the 

SMA. I unsurprisingly wanted to avoid any interviewees feeling as if I had a 

double agenda, which could have occurred had this not been revealed. It 

should be noted that, in the consent forms provided to the interviewees, the 

project was described in a similar fashion to the e-mails, but included its orig-

inal working title: “The Biopolitics of (Dis)appearing Asylum-Seekers.” If I 

remember correctly, only one interviewee asked what I meant by the term bi-

opolitics while signing the consent form. I was always open to discussing my 

alignment with the critical IR literature, on the occasions this was brought up 

by the interviewees.  

In addition to the terms used in the project description, it should also be 

noted that I have endlessly reflected on which terms to use in the interview 

questions and in the thesis in general, an especially important point when 

one’s thesis is concerned with the particularities of knowledge production and 

its embeddedness with power. The “questions we ask and the language we use 

matter,”414 because “[l]anguage is not simply ‘transparent,’ reflecting a social 

                                                      
412 Nguyen 2016, 54-55. 
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reality that is objectively out there.”415 I have yet to settle on terms that I feel 

one hundred percent comfortable with. Terms such as refugees and asylum-

seekers are highly political, as they create distinct and dominant categories, 

later becoming empty signifiers that are filled with content according to spe-

cific political agendas. The term asylum-seeker indicates an entrapped state of 

being (one is an asylum-seeker) rather than an act or event (one seeks asylum), 

as one is referred to using this term beyond the initial instance of registering 

an application for asylum. By using broad terms such as “asylum-seeker” to 

represent all individuals in various stages of the asylum-seeking process, ab-

stract lived realities are defaced into a “manageable” category, as they “…ap-

pear conquered, disciplined and organised into spatially constrained imagi-

naries.”416 This is indeed similar to the term refugee, as “…refugees come into 

being by becoming visible as subjects to be governed,” because this “…visi-

bility constitutes a form of knowledge production that enables management 

and control…”417 How do I justify using a term in my thesis that I believe 

simplifies complex lived realities  and transforms them into an objectified and 

“manageable” identity category, making life easier not just for the overall bor-

der regime, but also as regards to communicating with my interviewees?  

In this sense, I have chosen to align with Judith Butler. In having to use the 

debatable category “women” in her research on gender and performativity, 

Butler explains that deconstruction of the category of women invites it to be 

opened up: “[s]urely, it must be possible both to use the term, to use it tacti-

cally even as one is, as it were, used and positioned by it, and also to subject 

the term to critique which interrogates the exclusionary operations and differ-

ential power-relations that construct and delimit feminist invocations of 

‘women’.”418 She also implies, “[a]lthough the political discourses that mobi-

lize identity categories tend to cultivate identifications in the service of a po-

litical goal, it may be that the persistence of disidentification is equally crucial 

to the rearticulation of democratic contestation.”419 Terms such as “asylum-

seeker” can thereby tactically be used throughout the process of their contin-

uous dismantling. Abstract terms such as missing and absconding, were also 

used in interview questions and serve as the basis for this thesis. They are 

analyzed in depth in Chapter 5. The findings examined in the empirical chap-

ters strive to contribute to a persistent interrogation of these terms, despite the 

need for their presence in framing interview questions. As the discourses pro-

duced in relation to these terms serve as the basis for this thesis, the following 

sections will outline the method best utilized to examine them.  
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4.4 Method(ology): a note on ontology and epistemology 

Post-positivist scholars have often advocated for the necessity of “[u]nlearn-

ing dominant frames of reference and traditional research practices…”420 and 

critiqued “…the method of separating the world ‘out there’ from the theories 

‘in here’ and on the methodology of putting these parts together by evacuating 

all traces of plot, character and dialogue from theory.”421 The ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings of this thesis find their home within a critical 

sphere, taking the “inconveniences and irregularities of mess seriously.”422 

Adopting a critical inquiry can entail viewing the world through a lens that 

comprehends social and political life as messy, that has the capacity to locate 

agency everywhere (in humans and non-humans), that views causality as 

“emergent, rather than efficient,” while viewing research, writing, and public 

engagement as “…inherently political.”423 This thesis adopts a poststructural-

ist stance, as poststructuralism is engaged with as “…both a political theory 

that seeks to unveil how some ontological claims are gained credibility, while 

others are denounced as illegitimate, and a methodology that structures the 

analysis of text in all possible ways.”424  

This thesis embraces an interpretivist method, prioritizing engagement over 

objectivity.425 It acknowledges the political and performative nature of meth-

ods. Methods are acts and devices in the sense that they do not simply reflect 

a reality, but disrupt and interfere with the world in which they engage. A 

conceptualization of methods as such thereby disrupts the traditional treatment 

of methods as a neutral tool, linking together abstract theories with empirical 

cases.426 Methods are instead “…performative practices experimentally con-

necting and assembling fragments of ontology, epistemology, theories, tech-

niques and data through which substantive effects are obtained.”427 By using 

a Foucauldian toolbox to examine discourses produced by employees working 

within the asylum regime, the production of knowledge and its claim to an 

objective truth, is itself questioned.  

 

4.4.1 Theoretical underpinnings of discourse 

Before approaching the examination of discourses as found in the work of 

Foucault, this section will outline the theoretical underpinnings of discourse 
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as ontologically related to poststructuralist thought. Dirk Nabers argues that 

one must be clear, for the purposes of analysis, in differentiating between dis-

course theory and discourse analysis. He states, “[w]hereas the former is in-

terested in the ontological horizon against which societies, with their domain 

practices and processes of subjectification, are formed, the latter- very much 

in Foucault’s tradition- draws attention to techniques of problematization and 

ways of questioning normative orders.”428 According to Jason Glynos and Da-

vid Howarth, a poststructuralist discourse theory often aims, through retro-

ductive forms, for a critical explanation, achieved through modes of articula-

tion. Whereas positivism ontologically presupposes regularities between ob-

servable phenomena, poststructuralist discourse theory believes in the radical 

contingency of objectivity.429 Discourse analysists identifying with a post-

structuralist tradition of thought often display an interest in “…the reproduc-

tion and transformation of hegemonic orders and practices,” asking why 

“…certain political projects or social practices remain or become hege-

monic.”430  

Yet despite what the aim of examining existing discourses is according to 

certain poststructuralists, it is undoubtedly worth asking: why should we even 

examine discourses to begin with? Jennifer Milliken puts forth three analyti-

cally distinguishable bundles of theoretical claims that, organize discourse 

studies. First, discourses are “…structures of signification which construct so-

cial realities.”431 They are also (re)productive of things defined by the dis-

course, and “…beyond giving a language of speaking about (analyzing, clas-

sifying) phenomena, discourses make intelligible some ways of being in, and 

acting towards, the world, and of operationalizing a particular ‘regime of 

truth’ while excluding other possible modes of identity and action.”432 They 

define and enable, but also silence and exclude.433 Finally, Milliken notes that 

although we may study dominating or hegemonic discourses and their role in 

structuring meaning, discourses are changeable and historically contingent. 

We must also study “…alternative discourses excluded or silenced by a hege-

monic discourse…explaining how these alternative discourses worked or 

work, perhaps in resistance to the dominant knowledge/power.”434  

The poststructuralist linguistic turn in the 20th century, in which questions 

of ontology shifted to questions of epistemology, is an important component 

in understanding this narrative of examining discourses in IR. The poststruc-

turalist linguistic turn accentuated that there is nothing external to language, 

as “…language is not a tool to express ideas about reality; rather, the speaking 
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subject is always already embedded in a preexisting language structure. Nam-

ing produces things rather than attaching labels to ‘objects’ already there.”435 

Thus, language is not a neutral medium; it is an active composer in creating 

the world. It is “…a set of signs, which are part of a system for generating 

subjects, objects, and worlds,” and its productive nature “…does not depend 

on nor necessarily coincide with motivations, perceptions, intentions, or un-

derstandings of social actors.”436 Many theorists examining discourses would 

argue, however, that discourses are (re)produced through both linguistic and 

non-linguistic practices.437  

Examining how discourses produce this world438 leads many IR critical 

theorists to adopt a Foucauldian stance on discourse, in which discourses are 

neither neutral nor external to “pre-existing” things/thoughts.439 Rather than 

examining discourse as a system of its language, Foucault is instead interested 

in its conditions of existence. He states: 

I do not question discourses about their silently intended meanings, but about 

the fact and the conditions of their manifest appearance; not about the contents 

which they may conceal, but about the transformations which they have ef-

fected; not about the sense preserved within them like a perpetual origin, but 

about the field where they coexist, reside and disappear. It is a question of an 

analysis of the discourses in the dimension of their exteriority.440  

 

According to Foucault, this means that one should not treat discourse as a 

theme or commentary, but should relate the discourse to the practical field in 

which it is deployed, rather than to the thought, mind or subject which engen-

dered it.441 It is important to note here that academics such as Ernesto Laclau 

and Chantal Mouffe have vocalized their discontent with Foucault’s distinc-

tion between discursive and non-discursive practices. In rejecting this distinc-

tion, they claim that their analysis:  

…affirms a) that every object is constituted as an object of discourse, insofar as 

no object is given outside every discursive condition of emergence; and b) that 

any distinction between what are usually called the linguistic and behavioural 

aspects of a social practice, is either an incorrect distinction or ought to find its 

place as a differentiation within the social production of meaning, which is 

structured under the form of discursive totalities.442 
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Discourses produce the world in that they are “…practices that systemati-

cally form the objects of which they speak.”443 They are also often examined 

through their production of subjects and the positioning of subjects in relation 

to one other,444 as even the discoursing subjects have a function in the discur-

sive field. As Foucault states in a lecture on politics and the study of discourse, 

“[w]hat is important for me is to show that there are not on the one hand inert 

discourses, which are already more than half dead, and on the other hand, an 

all-powerful subject which manipulates them, overturns them, renews them; 

but that discoursing subjects form a part of the discursive field- they have their 

place within it…and their function…”445 A Foucauldian understanding of dis-

course also examines the embeddedness of both power and knowledge. Not 

only is “…the subject and the knowledge of the subject, together with institu-

tional expression of that knowledge…produced together,” but discourses also 

produce an organizing “legitimation of power.”446 Overall, scholars examin-

ing discourses are often found gravitating around “…the relationship between 

social structure and subjectivity, time, power and truth, often summarized un-

der the label ‘discourse’.”447 

 

4.4.2 Examining discourses according to Foucault  

Analyzing discourses in the spirit of Foucault not only stipulates the need to 

grasp these theoretical underpinnings, but also introduces the researcher to 

different periods of Foucault’s work. Foucault’s writings on discourse pro-

gress from examining excluded silences, to exploring “…the material effects 

of discursive formations.”448 It is often claimed that Foucault had two main 

discourse periods in his life: the archaeology phase and the genealogy phase. 

The archaeology phase emphasizes the study of discursive systems in them-

selves, while the genealogy phase examines social practices as a whole and 

power’s role in the production of subjects.449 Foucault, however, makes the 

following distinctions in the study of discourse: the critical section and the 

genealogical section. On the one hand, the mode of the critical section entails 

“…trying to grasp the forms of exclusion, of limitation, of appropria-

tion…showing how they are formed, in response to what needs, how they have 

been modified and displaced, what constraint they have effectively exerted, to 

what extent they have been evaded.” In contrast, the genealogical section aims 

to delve into the following: “…how did series of discourses come to be 
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formed, across the grain of, in spite of, or with the aid of these systems of 

constraints; what was the specific norm of each one, and what were the con-

ditions of appearance, growth, variation.”450  

Foucault’s genealogy approach to studying discourse has indeed received 

its fair share of critical IR popularity, as it is devoid of strict guidelines and is 

rather accessible as a toolkit. It is a method that serves as a form of critique in 

itself, as it has the potential to disrupt our pre-conceived logics,451 as a dis-

course analysis based on a genealogical approach, “…seeks ruptures, silences, 

breaks, marginalized voices or subjugated knowledges.”452 When approaching 

discourses via Foucault, it is important to note that his work is, according to 

him, intended to analytically serve as a tool-box,453 not as the mere solution to 

any given situation.454 As Jacob Torfing states, “…discourse theory has 

thrown the methodological baby out with the epistemological bath water. This 

reveals the huge size of the methodological gap to be filled…Discourse theory 

should not aim to develop a general set of methodological rules that can and 

should be used in all kinds of discourse analysis. The aspiration for a rigid 

decontextualized method is absurd…”455 

 

4.5 Method: Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis 

The notion that adopting a rigid method in this thesis constitutes an impossible 

task is humbly accepted, as discourse is instead analyzed in relation to a Fou-

cauldian understanding of discourse, with its ontological underpinnings guid-

ing this process and serving as tools for an interpretivist method. Discourses 

are examined within a specific site, that is to say, within different institutions 

in Sweden that serve as preeminent actors within a broader, more diffused site: 

the asylum regime, and are thereby related to the practical field in which they 

are deployed.456 As covered in Chapter 3, social practices in this site often 

entail the registration and “management” of asylum-seekers, instilling the en-

trenched conceptualization that one is forever caught in the gaze of the state. 

Life is registered and then entrapped in a sphere of administration. Yet by 
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examining the discourses produced in everyday bureaucratic corridors sur-

rounding the notion of missingness, a notion that challenges the logics of this 

bureaucracy organized not only around a politics of presence and absence, but 

also around a politics of inclusion and exclusion, a discourse analysis, as pre-

viously mentioned, “…draws attention to techniques of problematization and 

ways of questioning normative orders.”457 

If discourses produce this world, then their role in the production of 

knowledge within this institutional milieu are of importance not only in rela-

tion to the broader asylum regime, but also in relation to notions of power. 

The role of the discoursing subjects (read: employees at these institutions) 

forms part of the discursive field,458 as they simultaneously play a role in the 

production of the missing subject and the governance of missingness. By 

adopting a Foucauldian discourse analysis, we must examine how power is 

embedded in the discursive practice of knowledge production, and how it 

thereby plays an active role in “…operationalizing a particular ‘regime of 

truth…’”459 This “regime of truth” can affect the practical and lived realities 

of those seeking asylum.  

So how is my actual interview material examined bearing this in mind? As 

Can E. Mutlu and Mark B. Salter claim, “[g]ood discourse analysis 

will…identify what the meaning is of the data collected through formal con-

tent analysis that measures: the appearance or dominance of a particular 

phrase or set of terms; the persistence of a metaphorical trope such as in-

side/outside, self/other, national security/international anarchy; or the devel-

opment of a linguistic or visual practice.”460 Three sets of “terms” or “discur-

sive themes” appeared when examining the interview material for this thesis: 

(in)visibilities, control, and care. Their emergence grew out of a research pro-

cess that was both inductive and flexible.  When I began the interviewing pro-

cess for this thesis, I initially approached my research from a perspective that 

predominantly focused on biopolitics. Previous literature on the practices of 

asylum regimes and the management of populations overwhelmingly con-

sisted of Foucauldian interpretations of biopower. Although I was open to the 

idea that the notion of missingness could have the potential to disrupt biopo-

litical governing logics, I expected that discourses of control could be found 

at this specific site. As “…all observation is both embedded and embodied,”461 

my previous work experience from this site itself, combined with previous 

literature, also pointed me in the initial direction of control. However, alt-

hough this discursive theme was at the back of my mind from the beginning 
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of this study, I was open to whatever would emerge from the field, and was, 

thereby, careful not to steer my interviewees into conversations about control. 

 Instead, I was prepared for it to emerge naturally through conversations. 

And so it did. Some interviewees mentioned the actual term control in the in-

terviews, and when this happened, I would always ask them to elaborate on 

what they meant by using this term. Regardless of whether the term itself was 

or was not directly used by interviewees, discourses of control emerged re-

peatedly in the material. Control was described by interviewees through ter-

minologies and practices typically associated with control in the CSS/CMS 

literature: such as having an “overview,” surveillance, management, observ-

ing, and quantifying. Similarly to what Nguyen did in her research on home-

land security, by analyzing specific discourses, I “…sought to trace the dis-

courses and vocabularies that circulated…” in relation to missing asylum-

seekers, examining the ways in which these discourses both “…enabled and 

limited…” how employees related to the notion of missingness, as well as how 

they “…negotiated these discourses.”462  

What gradually became clear throughout the interview process, and when 

revisiting the interview material, was the repetition of certain discourses in 

constructing missingness, ranging from the usage of specific vocabulary to the 

articulation of practices and how the employee related to these practices. By 

examining these discourses, which were both repeated and reiterated by em-

ployees, I was better able to “theorize the power of language in relation to 

specific political processes.”463 When examining the material that I had col-

lected thus far during the initial part of my interviewing process, the terminol-

ogies directly used and the practices described by interviewees in relation to 

control would often coincide with Foucault’s description of biopower, as de-

scribed in Chapter 2. Discursive practices of control were described as both 

targeting and supervising the population.464 Yet, discursive practices of con-

trol were also described as imposing “…constraints and privations, obliga-

tions and prohibitions.”465 Hence, the need to introduce disciplinary power to 

this thesis also emerged. Because power is embedded in the discursive prac-

tice of knowledge production, it was important to consistently be attentive to 

what different technologies of power were embedded within and operating 

through each discursive theme.  
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However, as I continued interviewing state employees, and as my material 

continued to expand, a new discursive theme began to emerge, taking me by 

surprise: care. Once again, some interviewees would mention the actual term 

care during interviews, but otherwise care would be described by interviewees 

through terminologies such as: empathy, sympathy, concern for wellbeing, 

guidance, and support. The terminologies directly used, and the practices de-

scribed by interviewees in relation to care, often coincided with Foucault’s 

description of pastoral power, as described in Chapter 2. Discursive practices 

of care were described as focusing on the individual and the population, at-

tending to notions of wellbeing,466 through guiding, shaping, leading and con-

ducting.467 Hence, two discursive themes emerged through their repetitive-

ness: control and care. A third discursive theme also emerged: (in)visibilities. 

(In)visibilities emerged as an overarching discursive theme in the discussion 

of missingness, as state employees would discuss notions of presence and ab-

sence, and making someone/something visible, especially in relation to the 

production of the missing subject, and regardless of whether they were speak-

ing about control and/or care. I have thereby been open to all three discursive 

themes as they have emerged throughout the research process when interview-

ing, listening, and reading. However, as will be shown in the empirical chap-

ters: control and care were more predominant than (in)visibilities, and there-

fore occupy a larger space in this thesis.   

 

4.6 Concluding remarks on method(ology) 

In conclusion, it should also be noted that as “…the challenge is not seeing, 

but rather allowing what you see to be how it is, rather than what you were 

expecting or hoping to see,” the material has also been examined for “stick 

phrases- things that just jumped out at me for whatever reason,”468 despite 

their lack of predominance or repetitiveness. For example, when clear in-

stances of control were described by interviewees, I was also attentive to the 

descriptions of lack of control. I did this to ensure that the material was not 

only analyzed through repetitive discourses, but a multitude of discourses, so 

that this thesis would also be open to the idea of “…ruptures, silences, breaks, 

marginalized voices or subjugated knowledges.”469 This approach allows for 

a deeper understanding of the relationship between governance and missing-

ness, as the reflections, experiences, and emotions of state employees some-

times result in discordant discourses, despite organizing logics calling for a 
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unified approach to the “management” of migration. Examining discourses 

within this site and in this way has allowed me to adopt a research attitude of 

wondering, which “…requires courage to relate to the unexpected, resource-

fulness to face the unrelated, and restlessness to persist with the adventure of 

opening up new paths of knowledge.”470 That being said, the following em-

pirical chapter examines how missing asylum-seekers are produced in relation 

to (in)visibilities. This thesis will then then continue to examine how missing-

ness is governed through different technologies of power that are embedded 

within and operate through discourses of control and discourses of care.   
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5. The Production of the (In)visible Missing 

Subject 

As this thesis aims to examine the governance of missingness within the asy-

lum regime in Sweden, this chapter begins by examining how the missing sub-

ject is produced. This chapter will investigate how the missing subject is pro-

duced through specific terminologies that are created and dispersed by the 

system itself, through formal documents and through informal everyday work-

place discourses. The findings in this chapter play an essential role in answer-

ing the research question: how is missingness governed within the Swedish 

asylum regime? It also contributes to answering the overall question: what 

does this tell us about different technologies of power? Aligned with a Fou-

cauldian spirit,471 this chapter shows that power not only plays a role in the 

production of the missing subject, but also appears to attempt to keep, through 

biopolitical logics, the missing subject visible within the system, despite the 

invisibility of the physical subject.  

The beginning of this chapter sets the scene and provides the context for 

where the missing subject is produced and where missingness occurs. Section 

5.1 provides a background of the asylum-seeking system in Sweden, while 

Section 5.2 continues by providing a background of the phenomenon of miss-

ingness in Sweden, outlining how many have disappeared from a system that, 

at first glance, appears to be both well-organized and highly functioning, and 

the reasons behind these disappearances. Accordingly, Section 5.3 examines 

the first formal step in how the missing subject is produced, as a network cre-

ated by the Stockholm County Administrative Board has attempted to estab-

lish specific terminologies (absconding and missing) to be applied by institu-

tions such as the SMA and social services when an unaccompanied minor goes 

missing. These have been established in an attempt to understand missingness 

and to establish unanimous routines in managing it.  

Despite the network’s attempt to differentiate between these two terminol-

ogies, Section 5.4 investigates how the everyday discourses surrounding these 

terminologies, as mainly produced in interviews with employees at the SMA 

and social services, attach different meanings to the terminologies themselves. 

The creation of the missing subject per se (what this means and when one 

becomes this subject) thereby becomes a site of struggle, as the ambiguity and 
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uncertainty of missingness begins to surface.472 Nevertheless, the missing sub-

ject is made visible through being both categorized and labelled, formally and 

informally. This chapter continues by expanding on the bureaucratization of 

the term absconding in Section 5.5, in particular by the SMA, as the missing 

subject is kept visible and registered as absconding within the system, despite 

actually being physically missing. This bureaucratization directs the govern-

ance of a case rather than the governance of a physical body, as the missing 

subject is made manageable, except for in instances when the physical body 

reappears and disrupts biopolitical logics. Finally, Section 5.6 investigates 

how the categorization and labelling of the missing subject is also shaped into 

“statistical knowledge,” and thereby made visible through the technique of 

quantifying, as the missing subject is converted into a visible so-called “stick” 

(i.e., counted toward production goals) for the SMA when their case is closed.  

 

5.1 Background of the Swedish asylum-seeking system 

Before examining how missingness is governed within the asylum regime in 

Sweden, it is worth briefly explaining which state institutions contribute to the 

overall existence of this regime, and what rules are enforced to enable its func-

tioning. The Swedish asylum-seeking process appears to be well-organized 

and highly functioning, with many hoops to jump through throughout the pro-

cess, from beginning to end. The patriarch of the Swedish asylum regime is 

the SMA, the institution mandated to process asylum claims. According to the 

SMA’s website, upon entering Sweden’s physical territory, an individual who 

wants to apply for asylum should claim this right when encountering border 

police.473 This is the first step in the production of the “asylum-seeking sub-

ject,” as will be further examined in Chapter 6. They will subsequently be re-

directed to the SMA, where the process of registering their claims will pro-

ceed. If the asylum-seeker is already in Sweden when they want to assert this 

right, they should contact the SMA directly.474 In the section on the SMA web-

site aimed at those seeking asylum, the following is stated: “[w]hen you apply 

for asylum you have to describe who you are, why you want to apply for asy-

lum and how you travelled to Sweden.”475 “[Y]ou must state who you are” by 

providing identification documents that “…prove your identity: what your 

name is, when you were born and what country you are a citizen of.” An initial 
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identity is subsequently registered with the SMA, although the “validity” of 

this identity may undergo many trials and tribulations during the asylum-seek-

ing process. The idea that one must “prove their identification” to the SMA 

occupies a dominant position within the process of seeking asylum and is con-

tinuously reinforced.   

At an SMA office, the asylum-seeker’s photograph and fingerprints are 

taken.476 One is incorporated into and subjected to the asylum-seeking system, 

as one is “bureaucratically captured.”477 Fingerprints are cross-checked and 

then referenced to determine what country is indeed responsible for processing 

the asylum claims, depending on the individual’s past mobilities. According 

to the website, “…whether you have applied for asylum in any other Schengen 

country and if you have a residence permit or prohibition in any Schengen 

country,” could determine whether or not the Dublin Regulation is enforced.478 

The Dublin Regulation is based on the principle that “[y]ou cannot choose 

what country will examine your application for asylum,”479 meaning that the 

asylum-seeker could be sent back to a previously visited Schengen country for 

further processing. If Sweden is established as the country that is responsible 

for investigating the claims to asylum, the asylum-seeker will have to partake 

in an application interview and will be given more information about the asy-

lum process.480 During this interview, those who are eligible may apply for 

financial assistance. Those who have “proved their identification” according 

to the standards of the SMA, and are over the age of sixteen, can be exempted 

from the requirement to have a work permit in order to work in Sweden.481 

During the asylum-seeking process, if an adult or family seeking asylum have 

been able to organize their own accommodation, they will be expected to no-

tify the SMA of their address. Otherwise, accommodation is provided through 

the SMA. The initial asylum-seeking process is also often the phase in which 

social services enter the scene when unaccompanied minors are involved, as 

unaccompanied minors are relocated to a municipality in Sweden.  

According to “normal” procedures, the asylum-seeker will be provided a 

public counsel by the SMA if this is deemed necessary, and unaccompanied 

minors will additionally be given an appointed guardian. Adults, families, and 

unaccompanied minors are asked to wait their turn to be called for an official 

asylum investigation. This investigation is described to asylum-seekers by the 

SMA in the following way: “[w]ith the help of an interpreter, you must say 

who you are, where you come from, why you are seeking asylum and what 

you think might happen to you if you have to return to your homeland. You 

                                                      
476 It should be noted that fingerprints are taken for those over the age of fourteen. See: Migrat-

ionsverket 2021c. 
477 Humphris and Sigona 2019, 1505. 
478 Migrationsverket 2021c. 
479 Migrationsverket 2020b.  
480 Migrationsverket 2021c.  
481 Migrationsverket 2021h. 
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will also get questions about your family, your health and your occupational 

background.” As an asylum-seeker, you “…are responsible for telling all your 

reasons for seeking asylum, and for providing evidence, if you have any, that 

you want the Migration Agency to consider.”482 After the asylum investiga-

tion, the asylum-seeker is called back to another interview at the SMA, where 

they are provided with either a positive or negative decision.483 A negative 

decision entails that one can either accept the decision by signing a declaration 

of acceptance or appeal the decision to the Migration Court and, thereafter, 

the Migration High Court.484 It is usually after this phase that the police may 

be called to the stage to participate in the performance of the asylum regime.  

According to the SMA’s Handbook on Migration Matters given to employ-

ees at the SMA, the SMA’s main priority is to encourage and motivate a “vol-

untary” return if a negative decision has been made. If this is not possible and 

the asylum-seeker either absconds or coercive methods are deemed necessary, 

the case can be handed over to the police.485 The “return process”486 can differ 

depending on whether one is an adult or an unaccompanied minor, but in re-

lation to adults, the SMA website states: “[i]f you do not leave Sweden by the 

time stated in your decision, you no longer have the right to accommodation 

and financial support from the Swedish Migration Agency, and you may be 

given a re-entry ban.” The SMA have the right to place the asylum-seeker 

under supervision or in detention, and “…can also refer the responsibility 

for…return to the Police.”487 It is at this point in the process that the physical-

ity of the individual can be controlled through our most traditional understand-

ings of power, as the state is seen as less welcoming and more punitive. Su-

pervision entails that the asylum-seeker must, at specific times and dates, re-

port to the police or SMA, whereas detention entails that one is placed in a 

locked facility, where certain freedoms are curtailed. An asylum-seeker can 

be placed under supervision or detained so that their identity or right to remain 

in Sweden can be investigated. If they “…have received, or are likely to re-

ceive, a decision on refusal of entry or expulsion…” and the SMA believes 

they might “…commit a crime in Sweden, abscond, stay away or otherwise 

prevent or hinder enforcement of the refusal of entry or expulsion,” they may 

also be placed under supervision or detained.488 

 

                                                      
482 Migrationsverket 2017a.  
483 Ibid.  
484 Migrationsverket 2021d. 
485 Migrationsverket 2018b, 1234 in PDF format.  
486 Please note that this term is put in quotation marks to indicate its awkward transition from 

Swedish to English. It will however be used without question marks for the remainder of this 

thesis.  
487 Migrationsverket 2021d. 
488 Migrationsverket 2021f. 
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5.2 Background of missing asylum-seekers in Sweden 

Asylum-seekers, both adults and unaccompanied minors, can abscond or go 

missing at any point during the highly organized asylum-seeking process out-

lined above. Even at the final point, the detention center – where some would 

argue the most coercive power within the asylum regime is exercised to keep 

individuals visible – there have been reported disappearances from the locked 

facilities.489 As previously mentioned, according to the SMA, from 2015 to 

2020, the agency registered 43,473 asylum-seekers as absconding.490 Sweden 

has received criticism from the United Nations Committee on the Rights of 

the Child for the disappearances of unaccompanied minors in particular, and 

in May 2016, the SMA had registered 1,829 unaccompanied minors as miss-

ing and thereby unaccounted for.491 Three percent of these disappearances 

were children between the ages of seven and twelve.492 However, as is often 

the case, the narratives behind what is included and excluded in these statistics 

and the lived realities that they actually represent are often neglected when 

individuals are represented as numbers. For example, it is unclear how many 

of those who disappear do indeed reappear.  

Additionally, the SMA does not keep statistics on unaccompanied minors 

who make it known to either the agency or the Swedish police that they want 

to seek asylum, but disappear before their height, facial photograph, finger-

prints, and asylum-claims are processed and registered.493 In an attempt to 

gather more information on how many unaccompanied minors disappear dur-

ing the arrival phase, the authors of the “Lost in Migration” report sent ques-

tionnaires to the social service departments in all of Sweden’s municipalities. 

They found that “[o]f the 255 municipalities that responded to the question-

naire, 35 per cent had unaccompanied children that were placed in arrival 

housing at some time between 2013 to May 2016. Of them, nearly half (46 per 

cent) say that at least one child had gone missing.”494 As mentioned in the 

introduction to this thesis, however, there are many different factors that can 

contribute to “(in)voluntary” disappearances such as these, including failed 

asylum claims and their legal/political/social consequences, wanting/needing 

to seek asylum in another country after an (un)planned registration with mi-

gration authorities, wanting/needing to return to another country or to relocate 

to another part of Sweden for various reasons, misunderstandings with the au-

thorities, and/or being exposed to human trafficking networks either before or 

                                                      
489 See, e.g.: Magnå and Stenquist 2019.  
490 See: Appendix II.   
491 It should, however, be noted that the exact term used in the report is “missing,” but it is 

unclear as to whether this is, in this instance, equivalent to what the SMA mean by the term 

“absconding.” See: Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016a, 7. 
492 Ibid., 17. 
493 Ibid., 11. 
494 Ibid., 12. 
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after arrival in Sweden.495 Erika Sigvardsdotter states that, for those viewed as 

undocumented in Sweden, being missing “…is a kind of resistance without 

coordination or planning; a situational self-help tactic that avoids any direct 

confrontation” with the state.496  

A report by the Stockholm County Administrative Board states that when 

it comes to unaccompanied minors who disappear in connection with their 

arrival in Sweden, disappearances can be due to the child wanting to move to 

another municipality than the one assigned to them, being suspicious or fearful 

of authorities, having never intended to seek asylum in the first place, and 

being exploited by human traffickers. When unaccompanied minors disappear 

after they have been assigned a municipality, this is often due to having re-

ceived a negative decision on their asylum application or due to fear of receiv-

ing a negative decision.497 Many of the unaccompanied minors who have dis-

appeared after having received a negative decision have later expressed that 

they feel that the authorities do not have sufficient knowledge to fully com-

prehend their situation.498 According to a report by the Ombudsman for Chil-

dren, “[a]bsconding can be a way for the child to take control over their own 

life or a reaction to fear or insecurity.”499 Additionally, the Swedish police 

have recently emphasized the linkage between human trafficking and missing 

unaccompanied minors by publicly announcing that criminal gangs have been 

found to be recruiting and exploiting unaccompanied minors living on the 

streets in Sweden.500 

Given that the forces underlying disappearances are highly multifaceted, 

complex, and often unknown to those working within the state, the ways in 

which they are processed, reflected on, and managed by state employees vary. 

As this thesis will show, state employees interviewed for this thesis articulated 

their reflections on disappearances through moral, ethical, juridical, and/or 

“bureaucratic/professional” reflections. One interviewee employed as a team 

leader at an SMA Asylum Unit explained, “[t]o the best of my knowledge, if 

there are no indications in the case that prove otherwise, then we assume that 

it is a voluntary disappearance, as there has to be something that gives us rea-

son to believe otherwise.” Later on in the interview, the interviewee expanded 

on this reflection and explained: 

…when they have indeed disappeared or absconded or whatever you now want 

to call it, if we’ve investigated that as much as possible, well, it kind of ends 

there. We’re not the police, so you have to learn to deal with people, that there 

                                                      
495 These factors are summarized based on my own experience working as a caseworker at the 

SMA and the individuals whom I was in contact with during that time.  
496 Sigvardsdotter 2013, 530. 
497 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016b, 9-10. 
498 Ibid., 37. 
499 Barnombudsmannen 2017, 13.  
500 Sjövall and Wirenhed 2018.  
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are people that “go underground,” voluntarily or involuntarily, and you don’t 

know what happens to them. And in some cases, when you believe that it is 

highly voluntary, then maybe it’s easier to live with that. But in other cases, it 

can kind of be like, “what happened to them?”501 

 

Reflections on who is responsible for disappearances, irrespective of when in 

the process asylum-seekers disappear, oscillate between placing responsibility 

on the individual and on Swedish society. In Sweden, asylum-seekers who go 

missing (or are assumed to have gone missing) rarely gain individual recogni-

tion in the media, unless their narrative is framed in relation to national secu-

rity and the responsibility is put on state institutions, such as the cases of Mutar 

Muthanna Majid502 and Rakhmat Akilov.503 The (suspected) disappearance of 

Mutar Muthanna Majid in preparation for executing a terrorist attack (which 

proved to be a false accusation) and the disappearance of Rakhmat Akilov 

ahead of executing an actual terrorist attack in Sweden were made hypervisi-

ble by the media, despite the individuals’ previous anonymity. Their “disap-

pearances” were depicted as active choices made to enable them to plan and 

commit acts of terrorism in Sweden. In both cases, institutions and citizens 

                                                      
501 Interview E22.  
502 In November 2015, a nationwide search for an Iraqi asylum-seeker named Mutar Muthanna 

Majid was conducted when the Swedish Security Service (SÄPO) publically released his name, 

age, nationality and photo and stated that he was wanted on suspicion of having fought for the 

Islamic State in Syria and was currently planning a terrorist attack in Sweden. They claimed to 

be unaware of his whereabouts in Sweden and the national terror threat level was raised. The 

whole fiasco ended in finding a confused and what was later confirmed to be, definitely non-

terrorist, Majid in the same town as his refugee accommodation. It was later disclosed that, 

during the whole manhunt, his address had always been registered in the SMA’s system and his 

name had always been clearly printed on his front door, ironically causing people to question 

how “missing” within the system he actually was to begin with. Swedish journalist Åsa Linder-

borg stated, “Sunday the 22nd of November must be one of the most embarrassing days in the 

history of Swedish press” (see: Linderborg 2015). Majid had been getting on with his everyday 

life and was unaware of the fact that the Swedish state thought that he had “disappeared” (see, 

e.g.: Linderborg 2015; Olofsson 2015; and Hjertén and Axelsson 2015). 
503 On April 7th, 2017, Rakhmat Akilov, an adult asylum-seeker from Uzbekistan, plowed 

through Drottninggatan, a busy shopping street in central Stockholm, with a truck, killing five 

people. Akilov has claimed that his aim was to become a martyr, although no terrorist organi-

zation has thus far claimed responsibility for the attack (see: Tagesson 2018). It was later es-

tablished that a couple of months prior to the attack, Akilov’s asylum case had been handed 

over from the SMA to the police when he had received a negative decision but not voluntarily 

returned to Uzbekistan. Considering that Akilov was a citizen of a country known to be difficult 

to forcefully deport to, the police registered him as wanted, but were not actively looking for 

him due to these difficulties. In a news article interviewing the head of the police services’ 

National Operational Department (NOA), it was stated that “[a]ccording to the police, there 

were no tip-offs and/or information that could be used for surveillance purposes, even though 

there was an address. But it is rare that people actually live at these addresses, and Akilov was 

never considered a security threat and therefore the case was never prioritized” (see: TT 2018).  
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were asking: “how do/did we not know where they are/were?!” despite both 

having had their addresses registered with the SMA. 

The framing of migration as a security threat, and thereby the notion of 

“making and keeping” migrants physically visible, is anything but a new phe-

nomenon. According to Shahram Khosravi, for example, the removal of asy-

lum-seekers in Sweden, in relation to their detention and deportation, is often 

framed within a discourse of national security.504 In 2012 to 2014, for exam-

ple, the SMA, police authorities and the Swedish Prison and Probation Service 

implemented the REVA project,505 the main goal of which was to increase the 

deportations of those residing “illegally” in the country, in exchange for re-

ceiving more refugees, ascribing to what appeared to be a “one in/one out” 

narrative. Although the project, as a whole, has been widely criticized, the 

component that entailed police officers searching for “undocumented” people 

in the metro stations was particularly denounced. It was reported that people 

who did not look “Swedish” were forced to hand over their proof of identifi-

cation to police officers.506 Not only did this spark outrage in terms of how 

structural and systemic racism continuously (re)constitutes and (re)defines no-

tions of Swedishness, but it also triggered debates on how those who were 

undocumented were surveilled and chased down in a document-obsessed 

witch-hunt.  

As the research shows, in times of heightened security rhetoric, states will 

attempt to gain control over that which they assume to be volatile and/or un-

predictable using measures of surveillance.507 Judging by the REVA project 

and in a time when migration is increasingly being securitized, Sweden is no 

exception when it comes to operations of surveillance against those deemed 

to be undocumented. However, concerning my conversations with interview-

ees at the SMA and social services, there appears to be no consensus in terms 

of how much or little state employees should speculate, investigate, or engage 

with the notion of missingness. As will be explored in this chapter and in this 

thesis, this nonetheless affects how the missing subject is produced and how 

missingness is governed within the asylum regime, as certain discourses are 

frequently reproduced. To begin with, the terminology used to describe and 

label the missing is itself a site of struggle.  

 

                                                      
504 Khosravi 2009, 38. 
505 Migrationsverket (no date).  
506 Karlsson 2013; For more critique against the REVA project, see, e.g.: Niang 2013; Agö 

2013; and Sincic 2014.  
507 Broeders 2009, 22. 
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5.3 Grappling with the missing subject 

After the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child criticized Swe-

den for its lack of both action on and investigation into the disappearances of 

unaccompanied minors in February 2015, the Stockholm County Administra-

tive Board created a network comprising institutions and organizations regu-

larly in contact with unaccompanied minors in Sweden.508 The goal of the net-

work was to increase cooperation among relevant actors, increase efficiency, 

and work proactively to decrease disappearances.509 In the official documents 

produced by the network, guidelines were established, including one on when 

an unaccompanied minor should be defined as missing. These guidelines are 

directed at institutions such as the SMA and social services. Not only do they 

introduce overarching definitions of the terminologies absconding/missing, 

but they also provide advice on how institutions should divide responsibility 

and labor among themselves when an unaccompanied minor goes missing. 

The lack of commonly-accepted and overarching definitions amongst actors 

working within the sphere of missing unaccompanied minors is deemed, by 

the network, to be an area in need of improvement, as this will inevitably affect 

how statistics are reported on both a regional and national level.510  

In reports produced by the Stockholm County Administrative Board, the 

most commonly used terms are either absconding (avviken) or missing 

(försvunnen). In an effort to encourage commonly accepted and overarching 

definitions, one of the reports proposes the following distinction: “[w]hen is a 

child considered missing? Absconding is used, primarily, to describe that the 

child has left their accommodation, while missing is used, primarily, to de-

scribe children who have absconded for more than three months and have not 

been found or come back. When social services close their cases, it should be 

noted that the child is missing.”511 Despite the attempt to create a distinction 

among terms, in which absconding is used to describe a shorter period of dis-

appearance, the Stockholm County Administrative Board also acknowledges 

that not only do these definitions neglect the “(in)voluntary” aspects underly-

ing disappearances, but they are also not as straightforward in practice as they 

are in theory.512 For example, the SMA, as well as several municipalities, often 

use the term absconding when reporting their numbers, regardless of whether 

or not the unaccompanied minor is later found or has returned.513 In mapping 

how different municipalities related to absconding/disappearing unaccompa-

nied minors, it was also found that: “[o]ne municipality will view children as 

                                                      
508 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2017a, 5. 
509 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (no date b.). 
510 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016b, 63-64.  
511 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2017a, 18. 
512 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016b, 15. 
513 Ibid., 14-15. 
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absconding after a week’s absence, while another will view them as abscond-

ing after 24 hours of absence.”514 Different temporal definitions of absconding 

inevitably affect how different municipalities report their numbers both re-

gionally and nationally regarding, for example, when children abscond.515 

Not only do different definitions affect number reporting and the relatively 

new effort to map what I wish to refer to as the “phenomenon of missingness” 

on a regional and national level, but the bureaucratic labelling applied can 

have a direct effect on the lived realities of those unaccompanied minors who 

disappear and then reappear. Different social services units belonging to dif-

ferent municipalities will differ in terms of when they close the cases of unac-

companied minors who have absconded, as there are no established rules reg-

ulating this. According to the National Board of Health and Welfare, an indi-

vidual assessment should always be made, in consultation with the appointed 

guardian, accommodation facility, and other relevant actors, regarding when 

the case should be closed. This, however, makes it more difficult for the child 

to return to their originally assigned municipality, if they reappear.516 Thus, 

the missing subject is produced not only through linguistic labelling that may 

affect lived realities, but also through a series of practices, in which each step 

is meant to confirm to the asylum-seeking system that the subject has indeed 

absconded and is, thereafter, missing. In an effort to establish common rou-

tines, the National Board of Health and Welfare has advised social services to 

introduce local guidelines so that all local actors are on board concerning what 

do if an unaccompanied minor disappears. For example, in theory, the unac-

companied minor’s appointed guardian is responsible for contacting the police 

when a child goes missing, despite the child’s accommodation facility often 

being the first, in practice, to discover when the child is missing.517 

In contrast to the efforts invested in the mapping of missing unaccompanied 

minors, there is little room for discussion when it comes to the different ter-

minologies applied to missing adult asylum-seekers. In the 1000+ pages of the 

official Handbook on Migration Matters given to SMA employees, the case 

for a temporal transition from the definition absconding to missing is not 

made.518 The asylum-seeker is either active in the system, or they are abscond-

ing, until their case is closed. Missing asylum-seekers are referred to as ab-

sconding, even though the term itself is not defined. What can be found in the 

handbook, however, are definitions of what constitutes a “risk of absconding.”  

According to the “Return Directive,”519 the following can factor into whether 

                                                      
514 Ibid., 33. 
515 Ibid., 63.  
516 Ibid., 10-11 & 55.  
517 Ibid., 53. 
518 Migrationsverket 2018a.  
519 Please note that this term is put in quotation marks to indicate its awkward transition from 

Swedish to English.  
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a “foreigner” (directly translated from the Swedish term utlänning, as used in 

the directive) is at risk of absconding. The “foreigner” must have:  

 

1. Previously stayed away 

2. Stated that he or she does not intend to leave the country after a deci-

sion of rejection or expulsion 

3. Acted under a false identity 

4. Not participated in clarifying their identity and therefore made the ex-

amination of their residence permit application more difficult 

5. Knowingly provided false information or withheld important infor-

mation 

6. Previously violated a communicated re-entry ban 

7. Been convicted of a crime that could lead to imprisonment 

8. Been deported, by a general court, because of a crime520 

 

According to this logic, the potential missing subject is produced through the 

presence of one or more of these factors, and measures can thus be put in place 

to prevent a disappearance.  

Like the routines established by social services in relation to missing unac-

companied minors, routines are also established by the SMA to help employ-

ees confirm whether or not an adult asylum-seeker is indeed absconding. In a 

standard produced by the SMA, it is stated that if an adult is assumed to have 

absconded, the caseworker should attempt to somehow contact them, via tel-

ephone or other means. If this attempt proves to be unsuccessful, the case-

worker should then make a decision to cut their financial assistance, if they 

are receiving any. If the asylum-seeker gets in touch after this decision has 

been enforced, a new decision can be made in which they are granted financial 

assistance once again. Two weeks after the decision cutting financial assis-

tance has been processed, the asylum-seeker can officially be registered by the 

SMA as absconding, granted that they have not made any attempts to contact 

the SMA. Still, an individual assessment can always be made, meaning that 

an adult asylum-seeker can be registered as absconding before these two 

weeks have passed. If the SMA is informed of a missing unaccompanied mi-

nor, this must be confirmed with the minor’s appointed guardian, relevant ac-

tors must be informed, and this must be noted in the child’s case. Otherwise, 

the case is registered in a similar fashion to the cases of adults.521 

 

                                                      
520 Migrationsverket 2018b, 1230-1231 in PDF form.  
521 Migrationsverket 2017b, 3-4. 
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5.4 The everyday terminology of the missing subject  

The network’s intention of establishing overarching terminologies to identify 

when unaccompanied minors have become missing subjects is apparent in the 

official documents examined. Different state institutions and organizations are 

thus encouraged to adopt the terminologies of absconding and missing to de-

scribe the missing subject, dispersing these labels throughout their policies 

and practices. As previously outlined, “absconding” and “missing,” as estab-

lished by the network, rest heavily on attaching a temporal aspect to the con-

struction of the missing subject. An unaccompanied minor is absconding be-

fore the three-month benchmark and missing thereafter. Adults appear to al-

ways be, simply put, absconding. One interviewee working within the network 

explained that they quickly began to notice that different institutions were us-

ing different terminologies, thereby generating the need to create common ter-

minologies. They explained: 

…[W]hen we began talking about this, the police would say: “But for us, there’s 

no one that goes missing, because we encounter people that no other authority 

is in contact with.” So for them, it was more of an encounter. But for the Mi-

gration Agency it was more of: “In our statistics and in our system, it’s an ab-

sconding child or they’ve gone missing and we can’t reach that person.” At the 

social services, it could be something else, and for the voluntary sector it was 

more like: “Who are we talking about? We meet everyone.” So it has been im-

portant for us to somehow define…that when a child leaves their accommoda-

tion facility…and are unreachable, then this is the initial stage of absconding 

since we don’t really know and that’s maybe where one can work more specif-

ically during this initial acute stage. And then when a child has been gone for 

more than three months, we say that they are missing since we haven’t been 

able to contact them. So that’s like the definitions that we work with so that all 

the actors don’t close the cases quickly but actually keep them open…522 

 

They also explained that the network chose the word missing as a common 

terminology to use after the three-month benchmark, the goal being to 

“…point out that this is a missing child…regardless of underlying causes, vol-

untary or involuntary. It is a child who has left the system and that is seri-

ous.”523 Yet despite these efforts to create a unified approach, those inter-

viewed for this thesis produced discourses that transcended the temporal as-

pects of these labels, as this interviewee touched on. Despite this clear-cut 

temporal and theoretical distinction, the everyday usage of these terms by em-

ployees at the SMA and social services working “on the ground” appeared to 

be, at times, anything but clear-cut.524 Despite missingness being “…a two-

                                                      
522 Interview E07.  
523 Ibid. 
524 It should be noted that, in the interview excerpts used in this thesis, I have translated the 

Swedish term avviken to mean absconding and the term försvunnen to mean missing.  
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way social situation - you go missing and are experienced by others as miss-

ing…,”525 the missing subject itself appeared to be a site of struggle when the 

ambiguity and uncertainty of missingness began to surface. 

As many of the interviewees employed by the SMA confirmed, absconding 

is the normalized term that SMA employees often use to describe the disap-

pearances of unaccompanied minors and adults.526 As one employee working 

with the return process at the SMA explained when asked what they felt dif-

ferentiated the terms absconding and missing, “‘[a]bsconding’ is more anon-

ymous and maybe not at all personal in any way, very neutral. Whereas ‘miss-

ing,’ then we know that we’re talking about a person, a human. In that way, 

the words ‘absconding’ and ‘foreigner’ can feel…how should I put it…what’s 

the word? Very bureaucratic, kind of.”527 Absconding was described by some 

SMA interviewees (as well as one of the interviewees employed at the police) 

as the correct terminology to use to describe when someone disappears, as this 

is the term used in legislation, which made it less “charged” than the term 

missing.528 On the one hand, employees at the SMA also related the term ab-

sconding to a “voluntary” disappearance and an intended choice. One inter-

viewee stated, “[w]hen it comes to absconding, we usually think, they’re here 

somewhere, they’re just not available to us.”529 On the other hand, the term 

missing was described as having an “involuntary” connotation, associated 

with what a few interviewees would suggest to be human trafficking.530  

One interviewee, who had previously worked at an accommodation facility 

for unaccompanied minors, the SMA and social services, was critical of the 

common assumption that the term absconding meant that the asylum-seeker 

had “voluntarily” gone missing, i.e., made an active choice to disappear. When 

asked what the terms absconding and missing meant to them, they explained:  

They [the terms absconding and missing] make the job easier…If you break 

down “absconding,” it means that a person has, for some reason, disappeared. 

It can be due to criminality, crime- that you have been a victim yourself, chosen 

to leave the country…but regardless, it’s shameful for Sweden if a child ab-

sconds like that. But, it loses its meaning when one says “absconding.” It sim-

plifies the meaning, understanding, and reality behind what has actually hap-

pened, and what responsibility everyone has in relation to this, and that every-

one has really failed.531   

 

Not only can pastoral power be found embedded in this excerpt, as the inter-

viewee expresses that disappearances reflect a failure to protect, in pastoral 

                                                      
525 Payne 1995, 336. 
526 See, e.g.: Interview E01, E09, E10, E17, E21, E22, and E30. 
527 Interview E09. 
528 Interview E15, E21, and E22. 
529 Interview E30. 
530 Interview E17, E21, and E22.  
531 Interview E10.  
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terms, their “flock,”532 but according to this interviewee, the complex lived 

realities of those who go missing, and the brunt of responsibility behind those 

disappearances, is simplified by reducing the experience of missingness to the 

label of, in particular, “absconding.” Another social worker echoed the senti-

ment that state institutions are to blame for disappearances, stating, “I think 

that one should use the term missing, because these are people, we don’t give 

them much of a choice. It’s not like he absconded from the scene of a crime 

or because he wanted to get away. These are people who have no other choice 

but to go missing.”533 Interviewees at the social services were much more in-

clined to use the term missing throughout the interviews, when compared to 

SMA employees. The role of agency in relation to the terms absconding and 

missing was described in a similar fashion by interviewees, regardless of 

whether the interviewee was in charge of a social services unit or a social 

worker. If an unaccompanied minor was deemed to be absconding, their dis-

appearance was often reflected on as being planned by the minor and, hence, 

of free will. Being labelled as missing entailed having less agency and the 

disappearance was seen as potentially involving other actors, thereby awak-

ening more feelings of concern.534  

In addition to “absconding” [avviken] and “missing” [försvunnen], words 

such as “undocumented” [papperslös], “living underground” [lever under jor-

den], and “hidden” [gömd] were terminologies reflected on and used by inter-

viewees to describe those who had disappeared.535 One interviewee stated, for 

example, that they preferred to use terms such as “live as hidden” [leva som 

gömd], “live underground” [leva under jorden], or “live as undocumented” 

[leva som papperslös], rather than solely “undocumented,” as adding the term 

live to the equation emphasized that this is what the missing are momentarily 

doing, rather than who they are.536 This division between what one is doing 

versus who one is was also echoed in another interview with an employee at 

the SMA, who described the following in relation to asylum-seekers re-ap-

pearing after having been missing: 

Interviewee: …I can’t even count how many families with children that I have 

sat with, where they’ve said: “My child has had an ear infection on and off the 

whole year, but we haven’t been able to seek help for it since we’re undocu-

mented.” Every family has said either this, or “I received maternity care at the 

Red Cross.” And sometimes I ask…I speak without thinking, and I’ll say, 

“Why? As undocumented, you have the right to medical care [provided by the 

state], why haven’t you sought help?” And they just look at me like, “It would 

never even occur to me to contact Swedish authorities.”  

                                                      
532 Chamayou 2012, 20. 
533 Interview E11. 
534 See, e.g.: Interview E06, E11, E27, and E28.  
535 See, e.g.: Interview E02, E03, E10, E13, E19, E21, and E23.   
536 Interview E10. 



 

101 

 

Interviewer: So the legislation and the person’s lived reality don’t coincide?  

 

Interviewee: Oh yes. I mean, it’s interesting because then one understands that 

you have really understood that you and your stay in this country are illegal. 

It’s almost like you’re a walking crime, a crime on two legs, because you can’t 

contact any authority because you’re so incredibly illegal. But the only thing 

that is illegal is your residence.537 

 

According to this interviewee, how state employees view those who are un-

documented can differ from the actual lived realities of those missing. For 

those who go missing due to failed asylum claims, the experience of missing-

ness has lived everyday consequences, regardless of whether, in the eyes of, 

for example, the SMA, the person in her-/himself or their stay are deemed to 

be illegal.  

Yet despite these terms often being used by interviewees when speaking 

about those who have gone missing (thereby assuming that missingness is of-

ten a “voluntary” choice), the most common terminologies used by interview-

ees were indeed “absconding” and “missing.” As examined in this section, the 

everyday discourses produced by SMA employees and social services sur-

rounding the terminologies absconding and missing differ from the temporal 

characteristics predominantly associated with these terms as put forth by the 

Stockholm County Administrative Board network. The missing subject is pro-

duced as one who is either absconding or missing, i.e., one who has agency 

versus no agency, one who is reduced to a label versus one who is personified, 

one who exists in the periphery versus one who must be found. The terminol-

ogy used to describe the missing subject enacts a hypothetical status in relation 

to the unknown. As will be further examined in Chapter 6 and 7, the terminol-

ogy used can thereby have an effect on how missingness is governed and 

through what different technologies of power.  

The practices described in this section, in which state employees use these 

terminologies, both formally and informally, to define the missing subject, can 

be portrayed as something called institutional labelling. As Rachel Humphris 

and Nando Sigona explain: 

…states categorise, label and count people, and group them attaching particular 

rights, duties, entitlements and resources accordingly. Institutional labelling 

plays an important role in the process of creating social structures because des-

ignating and quantifying populations does much more than reflect social reality; 

it plays a key role in the construction of that reality…538  

 

                                                      
537 Interview E02. 
538 Humphris and Sigona 2019, 1498-1499.  
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Hence, those who are physically missing and thereby physically invisible in 

the gaze of state institutions, are instead, through these terminologies, made 

conceptually visible within the system, allowing for some sort of governance 

to occur. As power is entangled in both knowledge production and in the pro-

duction of a “truth,”539 the missing subject is produced as a subject who can 

be “made knowledgeable” through its categorization and, thereby, quantifica-

tion. As we see in the emergence of biopolitics, when a population is “made 

knowledgeable” and measurable through technologies of biopower, it is also 

made predictable through the manifestation of patterns.540 Thus, the missing 

subject is produced as something that must be made visible, not necessarily 

physically, but through official terminologies, documentation, and through 

everyday discussions and reflections. As a subject, it is not only socially pro-

duced through discourses and the “system of power which surrounds it” but, 

these discourses also produce organizational identities and invoke organiza-

tional practices,541 as examined in this thesis. It is also “…vital to examine the 

role of street-level bureaucrats and the bureaucratic processing of asylum 

seekers, since at this level policy is interpreted and implemented.”542 In line 

with the research by Amalia L. Cabezas, in which she states, the “unified ob-

ject of my research, the ‘sex worker’, did not exist, was ambiguous, or at the 

very least was quite an unstable subject,”543 the same can be said of the miss-

ing subject. It is, thus far, quite an ambiguous and unstable subject, with many 

different interpretations and projections made by state employees. Yet this has 

not hindered bureaucratic processes from attempting to make it, for a lack of 

better word, bureaucratized.  

5.5 Bureaucratizing the term “absconding” 

In producing the missing subject and making it visible through labelling and 

categorizing, the terminology “absconding” becomes bureaucratized. This bu-

reaucratic process renders the missing subject conceptually visible within the 

system, and therefore perceived, at least formally, as less ambiguous. As pre-

viously explained, when produced as conceptually visible despite being phys-

ically invisible, the idea of the subject becomes easier to govern, especially 

considering that the actual subject itself might be nowhere to be found. Fou-

cault reminds us that power constitutes individuals as subjects (as well as ob-

jects) while it circulates in networks.544 As Christina Oelgemöller explains in 

                                                      
539 Foucault 1998, 69 & 100. 
540 Ibid., 143. 
541 Phillips and Hardy 1997, 181. 
542 Ottosson et al. 2013, 249-250. 
543 Cabezas quoted in Daigle 2013, 196. 
544 Neal 2009, 167-168. 
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relation to those migrants who go missing due to migration policies and prac-

tices, “[d]ead bodies are disturbing, and many of the countries which bear the 

brunt of finding bodies washed up on their shores are overwhelmed by the task 

of dealing with such bodies. Disappeared bodies are all the more disturbing as 

there is no physicality to grasp.”545 At the SMA in particular, the terminology 

is deployed in a way that enables governance, despite there being “no physi-

cality to grasp.” When one is considered missing, they are registered as “AO,” 

an abbreviation for the terminology “absconding,” until their case is closed.  

As one interviewee at the Asylum Unit at the SMA described, many of the 

terminologies used in everyday work at the SMA are derived from computer 

codes that are used to digitally register and manage different cases, for exam-

ple: KU (konstaterat utrest, “outward journey established,” i.e. meaning that 

they have left the country), or AO (avviken, “absconding”). The interviewee 

explained, “I think I use those words. I don’t know if I’ve ever said ‘missing.’ 

I did however attend a huge conference with the County Administrative 

Board, it’s a conference series, the whole series is called Missing Children. 

Then I realized that I was like, what the hell do they mean [by missing]? Is 

their outward journey established? Or are they absconding?”546 The system 

cannot process the ambiguity that missingness can entail in this sense, as de-

ploying the terminology “absconding” produces and simplifies the missing 

subject as comprehendible and knowable. By using the code absconding, the 

missing subject is still incorporated into the system (case-wise, not lived real-

ity-wise, as financial assistance, for example, is often halted) until they are 

expelled, i.e. until “enough is considered enough,” and their asylum case is 

closed. Thus, this system appears to be built around a logic that entails a di-

chotomy in which one is either present within the system or absent from it.  

The same interviewee from the Asylum Unit also recounted a story that 

emphasized the emotional complexities that can arise, as the terminology used 

influences whether one is considered present or absent within the system. The 

interviewee was sent abroad on behalf of the SMA to interview refugees who 

had been shortlisted by the UNHCR for the resettlement program, in this case, 

to Sweden. The interviewee had been preparing to interview one woman, in 

particular, and was feeling distressed about the emotional hardship that this 

specific case embodied, as the woman had suffered extreme adversities. The 

interviewee described feeling incredibly frustrated when the woman did not 

show up for their scheduled interview. After a week of the UNHCR attempting 

to contact the missing woman, they finally found out that she had most prob-

ably died at a hospital run by an NGO, but there was no death certificate avail-

able, since she had had no identification documents. The interviewee de-

scribed that they felt a “desperate need” to receive a death certificate. When 

asked why they felt this way, the interviewee described the following: 

                                                      
545 Oelgemöller 2011, 28.  
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Interviewee: Because it was so uncomfortable to leave her there. Where is the 

body? What have they done with her? Is there no grave? She has a damn regis-

tration number…No, now she’s just gone. And then we started saying things 

like: can we take someone else then [meaning: interview someone else to be 

resettled to Sweden]? Take the next person from the list, because she was 

crossed off. 

 

Interviewer: Literally? 

 

Interviewee: Yes. And I said: she needs to be deregistered [meaning: her case 

needs to be closed]. We need to write off her case because right now it’s just 

open. It has to be removed. In with a new one. The whole time I was like, “I 

mean, we don’t know that she’s dead…”547 

 

The interviewee described how they realized that the woman was in fact dead 

when they later spoke to a doctor about the woman’s medical condition, and 

the doctor confirmed that it was nearly impossible to live with that condition, 

particularly if it went untreated. The interviewee stated the difference between 

perceiving someone as missing or as dead in the following way: “I knew that 

we were going home on Thursday and that if we didn’t have time to meet her, 

nothing would happen for her. In that way I feel that it plays a hell of a big 

role if she’s missing or if she’s dead, because if she’s dead then she’s dead, 

but if she’s missing, we might be able to help her.”  

 

The interviewee later reflected on this and explained:  

I feel that in some sick way, I got the impression that people thought it was 

better that she was dead than that she was missing. We appreciated that she was 

dead, because we had had another woman who felt so incredibly bad, she had 

an episode when she was in our facilities. She collapsed and was throwing up, 

and had such severe anxiety that she couldn’t speak. She was hospitalized and 

couldn’t participate in the resettlement program and was just missing or “miss-

ing,” she was at a hospital somewhere or at another NGO. In ---- [name of the 

city they were in], anyone can go missing. That felt so much worse, because it 

was like: oh God, where did she go and where is she now? There they were 

very quick with withdrawing her case, she wasn’t going to be resettled.548  

 

The experience above emphasizes the pressure put on state employees to de-

termine whether someone should be considered present or absent within the 

system, i.e., whether their case should be left open, or in this case “written off” 

or “withdrawn.” Drawing from this excerpt, in its essential biopolitical state, 

the system can process life, it can process death, but the uncertainty of inbe-

tweeness is disruptive. Theoretically, state employees must make decisions 

that are comprehendible to the system’s biopolitical logics organized around 
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this presence and absence, but in practice these logics are not always clear-

cut. Demarcating the categories of presence and absence thereby entails a 

(bio)power move. Making such a move not only risks simplifying the inbe-

tweeness that missingness might entail, but as explained by the interviewee, it 

might also entail drastic consequences for the lived realities of those deemed 

to be missing. In the above scenario, the interviewee described a situation in 

which the reality of “managing” human life collided with the reality of bu-

reaucratic registration systems. Despite individual caseworkers’ concerns, the 

physicality of the missing person appeared to only be relevant to the system 

with regard to how it could be registered within the system, putting casework-

ers in, at times, awkward predicaments. The missing subject is consistently 

produced through the pushing of these boundaries, by those with the subjecti-

fying power to produce who does or does not qualify as missing. The need for 

SMA employees to decide whether a missing person should be registered ac-

cording to the bureaucratic logic of either being present or absent within the 

system was reiterated through the experiences of different interviewees.  

For example, many interviewees at the SMA emphasized the importance 

of taking the disappearances of particularly unaccompanied minors seri-

ously,549 but as one interviewee indicated, they were constrained in what they 

could do by their often limited interaction with those seeking asylum.550 One 

interviewee at the SMA spoke of their previous experience working at a Re-

ception Unit, stating that they found it peculiar that more attention was not 

given to the disappearances of unaccompanied minors despite this limited in-

teraction, when compared to the disappearances of adults:  

Interviewer: Why do you think that no distinction is made, why should one care 

more? 

 

Interviewee: I think it’s because we don’t see them as children.  

 

Interviewer: Could you explain what you mean? 

 

Interviewee: We don’t really work with a children’s perspective in mind, or see 

these children as children. Instead it’s an asylum-seeker as an asylum-seeker.551 

It’s a pretty cynical approach, or a very prejudicial approach that has conse-

quences for the child, since we don’t see it as a child, but instead we assume 

that…it’s someone who is lying, someone who is saying that they’re a child just 

to get an advantage and that permeates how they’re treated by us. It kind of 

becomes that if the child has chosen to go missing, then it’s their choice. We 

wouldn’t think that way if it was a blonde Swedish child, I’m guessing.  

                                                      
549 See, e.g.: Interview E02, E17, E18, E19, E20, E21, and E24.  
550 Interview E19. 
551 The Swedish word used here was sökande, which translates into “seeker.” Based on my 

experience from working at the SMA, this is the bureaucratic term used in official SMA docu-

ments to describe the asylum-seeker. 
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Interviewer: Okay, interesting, do you feel that…is this in general what you 

understand through the jargon at the unit, how caseworkers and others act, or is 

this reflected in the routines that you have, if you have routines?  

 

Interviewee: Yes, it’s kind of reflected in the routines considering that there 

aren’t routines that…they could be better, I assume. Somehow, if the child 

makes themselves known to us, let’s say at a Reception Unit, and we can then 

see, huh, social services has let us know that the child is absconded, then we 

should be able to act in an appropriate way, which for me, would mean bringing 

the child in for a chat in a private room. During that time, someone else should 

try to get ahold of social services, because they can intervene considering that 

it’s still a child that is in need of protection, might not know what’s best for 

them, and might not act according to this. But instead, we’re satisfied with deal-

ing with the child at the front desk where we say, “Yes, you choose what you 

want to do” or we deal with the child in the reception hall and say, “You have 

to choose between continuing to abscond or going to your department at the 

social services.” That feels pretty odd, we don’t usually present children with 

alternatives in that way, but we do it for asylum-seeking children who have no 

adults [here]. That’s odd.552 

 

According to the logic produced here, missingness can only be governed if the 

child is re-written into the system as visible by voluntarily contacting the 

child’s department at the social services, where the label of “missing” would 

be disassembled. Yet the unaccompanied minor is provided with the alterna-

tive to continue to reside outside the system. The child is given an option: to 

be either present or absent within the system. If their case has not been closed, 

and the child has contacted the SMA while their case was still registered as 

“absconding,” then this would simply remain registered as such, until it was 

time to close the case. Ironically, according to the experience of this inter-

viewee, the physicality of the unaccompanied minor’s actual state of being in 

the SMA building (i.e., visible in the gaze of the SMA) is subordinate to their 

digitally registered status and what this registered status should continue to be 

– a decision left up to the child to make alone. In this scenario, the physicality 

of the missing subject disrupts the bureaucratic logic organized as “are you in 

or are you out?”  

The disruption of this logic was also echoed through the reflection of an-

other SMA employee, in which the inbetweeness of missingness instigated a 

malfunctioning in the system, albeit comical in its absurdity. According to the 

interviewee, an unaccompanied minor who was seeking asylum had disap-

peared to another EU country during the asylum process. His fingerprints were 

registered there and the SMA was informed of this, resulting in the SMA reg-

istering him as absconding from his asylum process in Sweden. In the eyes of 
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the bureaucracy, all of this was fine, until he showed up one day in the recep-

tion at the SMA, together with the Swedish family with whom he had previ-

ously been living. They were extremely angry that he had been registered as 

absconding. They exchanged words back and forth with the employee in the 

reception, claiming that he was not missing; he had been trafficked to the other 

EU country, against his will, and was now back in Sweden, while the em-

ployee kept reiterating that he was indeed absconding. The interviewee ex-

plained: 

And according to my understanding, I’ve only read about this situation, we in-

sisted persistently that he was absconding, even though he, in actuality, was 

standing in the reception. I mean, it is comical now, but it wasn’t comical then. 

He was obviously there with his foster family. There was nothing indicating 

that we didn’t believe him, of course not, everyone took the situation seriously, 

but that was the whole point: for us, he was absconding. If I recall correctly, the 

family said, “You have to delete this, he never absconded, you can’t say that he 

has, because he was forced to abscond, he was trafficked.” And we said, “He’s 

absconding.” It was so strange. We were talking about the case and his finger-

prints and where they had “roamed around.” That’s what we were talking about. 

They were talking about his vulnerability and that wasn’t relevant for us in that 

situation, because the employee in the reception was thinking of one thing and 

one thing only, and that was “how the hell do we register this?” That’s the way 

it was. And I mean, we are a state institution as well, we can’t delete things, 

we’re not allowed to…”553 

 

The relationship between governance and visibility can help us understand 

the tensions between conceptual visibility and physical (in)visibility, as found 

in these excerpts. As Martina Tazzioli and William Walters explain, within 

mechanisms of liberal governmentality, visibility should not solely be under-

stood as “…permanent surveillance exercised on any singular body.”554 They 

explain that, “…visibility in governmentality is not oriented- or at least, not 

primarily- to putting bodies under a surveilling gaze. Actually, it is more on 

the side of making reality knowable that visibility works in modern govern-

mentality...”555 They continue by suggesting that “…if visibility is conceived 

of more broadly in terms of knowledge- a form of knowledge that makes 

things and subjects apprehensible and thus governable in some way- it could 

be argued that visibility is at the core of governmentality…”556 According to 

both of the above excerpts, state employees at the SMA appear to, at times, 

struggle with the inbetweeness of missingness, especially within a regime in 

which the term “absconding” is bureaucratized in order to keep the category 

of the missing subject present within a system, until they are dispelled from 
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it. When an unaccompanied minor who is conceptually visible as absconding 

within the system becomes physically visible once again, a struggle emerges 

as to how the individual should be incorporated into the system. Incorporation 

into the system through terminologies such as “absconding,” allows state in-

stitutions to govern populations more effectively, making the missing subject 

both knowable and visible in their gaze, until it is deemed appropriate to “dis-

pel” of them from the system. This bureaucratization enables the governance 

of a case rather than the governance of a physical body.  

 

5.6 Quantifying the missing subject 

As previously mentioned, when an asylum-seeker is assumed to be missing 

and is registered as absconding within the SMA, this is subsequently shaped 

into “statistical knowledge” about how many missing subjects there are as-

sumed to be. The missing subject is made visible through this labelling and 

quantifying. When cases are closed because of this, these cases can be counted 

in the decision-production quota. This production quota at the SMA was re-

ferred to informally by employees as pinnsystemet, which translates into “the 

stick system.”557 Even debating the existence (or non-existence depending on 

who you ask) of this system is controversial among employees. The stick sys-

tem is said to be a system that entails that the production quota is met. One 

decision made in an asylum case is seen as one “stick” gained for the unit, as 

each unit is expected to reach a certain number of decisions in a given period 

of time. One interviewee who was previously employed by the SMA ex-

plained: 

[o]ne thing that I remember very clearly from the Asylum Unit, was that if a 

child had absconded, we were very quick to close the case, because then you 

got a “stick” for it. It was a very easy decision to write and didn’t take any time 

at all. It felt good because if you were supposed to write at least two decisions 

per week, you were then able to get some breathing space. You got an extra 

point or stick. Now this isn’t formally referred to as such. I know that we could 

talk a lot about referring to asylum-seekers as sticks and that this is degrading, 

but it wasn’t like that at our little unit or in our little team. But there was a strict 

production quota that we were forced to follow and if you didn’t follow it or 

produce decisions in line with what was expected of you, you were stressed 

out…But I always remember thinking, “I hope that this person chose to leave 

themselves and that nothing bad has happened and that they’re trying their luck 

in another EU country.”558 
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Another interviewee working at the Asylum Unit explained this along sim-

ilar lines, claiming that the stick system affects how quickly cases are closed 

when individuals are missing/absconding. In relation to closing cases when 

someone was deemed to be missing, the interviewee stated:  

…we were still cautious of not doing it too quickly, but if the stick wasn’t in 

the picture, then I can imagine that maybe we would have waited a couple more 

months [to close the case]. But like I said, I think the stick plays a role. You’re 

presented with the option to close a case, and when you close it, it’s done...Back 

to the statistics thing, if we didn’t have the statistics, then the stick wouldn’t 

even matter because an absconding person doesn’t even really cost any-

thing…okay, maybe when you start thinking about financial assistance, etcetera 

etcetera, but not when it comes to accommodation if they’re not there…or I 

don’t know how it works, so I probably shouldn’t say too much, but I don’t 

think it’s such an issue that it needs to be solved straight away….it’s pretty chill 

when they’re not even like there…559  

 

In this sense, the unit benefits statistically from transitioning the case’s status 

from “absconding” to “closed,” and according to this interviewee, thereby the 

physical invisibility of the missing subject. Hypothetically speaking, accord-

ing to this logic, the quicker that the missing subject is produced and registered 

as “absconding,” the quicker the case can be closed, transitioning the subject 

from present to absent within the system, helping units to meet their produc-

tion quota. This made, for example, the interviewee previously mentioned, 

critical of using terminology such as “absconding,” as they felt, “[i]t doesn’t 

matter what has happened or what has led to this, it’s just a word that one uses 

and then they move on. It’s like, [there’s] one person less in the system.”560  

When discussing how cases for adults were closed at different units with 

one interviewee who had previously worked at an SMA Reception Unit, the 

following conversation unfolded: 

Interviewer: How long does it take before someone is established as having 

absconded? 

 

Interviewee: It varies greatly.  

 

Interviewer: Is there a general routine?  

 

Interviewee: Not then there wasn’t, at least not what I remember. And then it 

also depends on who you’re dealing with. Sometimes you want them to abscond 

as quickly as possible, because then the process is hurried up. In those cases, 

it’s enough that you’ve absconded for like a day. But, generally, I think we wait 

a week.  
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Interviewer: Can you explain what the difference is? When do you want some-

one to have absconded? 

 

Interviewee: If it’s someone who’s annoying, who’s been problematic, who’s 

irritated their roommates or the accommodation set-up. Then we are less leni-

ent…“You’ve been gone for one night, you’re registered as having absconded 

now,” in order to get rid of the person. They get assigned a new accommodation 

when they choose to make their presence known.561 

 

The interviewee explained that this practice might not be a flattering reflection 

on the state, but is at times necessary to “solve problems”562 (i.e., deal with 

those who do not, according to state employees, conform to the idea of the 

“good” asylum-seeker). According to the above excerpt and the experience of 

this employee, the state employee can even facilitate a speedy process in rela-

tion to potential disappearances to better govern what is framed above as “ben-

eficial for all.” The status of the physically invisible asylum-seeker is thereby 

converted into a visible so-called stick when the case is closed. As Helle Ste-

num states in relation to their research on defining the “illegal migrant,” “…re-

garding statistics and estimates of migrants living in illegality, one could ask 

whether this growing interest is the ‘just another’ effort by the state to make a 

previously invisible or illegible part of the population residing on the territory 

visible or legible and what characterizes this specific process of legibility?”563 

As “…refugees come into being by becoming visible as subjects to be gov-

erned…[this] visibility constitutes a form of knowledge production that ena-

bles management and control…”564 The missing subject comes into being by 

becoming conceptually visible within the system and is governed through this 

knowledge production based on quantifying.  

 

5.7 Conclusion  

This chapter examined how the missing subject is produced: a puzzle piece in 

understanding how missingness is governed generally within the asylum re-

gime in Sweden. It has inquired into how the missing subject is produced 

through terminologies deployed by state institutions, and the informal dis-

courses that are produced, by state employees, with regards to these terminol-

ogies. Understanding how the missing subject is produced through biopolitical 

logics that categorize, label, and quantify what it means to be missing enables 
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a further examination, pursued in forthcoming chapters, of how missingness 

is governed and what this tells us about different technologies of power. As 

outlined in this chapter, the network established by the Stockholm County Ad-

ministrative Board has attempted to formally produce the missing subject in 

relation to establishing specific terminologies: absconding and missing. An 

unaccompanied minor who disappears is primarily viewed as absconding, un-

til three months has passed and they are official labelled as missing. Yet this 

chapter showed that, despite this temporal demarcation, everyday discourses, 

produced at the SMA and social services by state employees, show that the 

missing subject is actually an ambiguous and unstable subject who goes be-

yond the segregation implied in these terms. When asked to reflect on these 

terms, both employees at the SMA and social services could describe abscond-

ing as a neutral term, a term which meant that the asylum-seeker had agency 

in their own disappearance. The term missing, on the other hand, had negative 

and “involuntary” connotations. Some employees even problematized the us-

age of these terms in general, due to their simplification and depersonification. 

Despite attempts to produce what the missing subject is and what it means, it 

is inevitably a site of struggle, and the inbetweeness that missingness entails 

creates certain challenges for the system to relate to. 

As missingness has the potential to challenge logics of governance that are 

organized around understandings of presence and absence (you are either pre-

sent within a system or absent within a system), this chapter examined how 

the missing subject is formally produced (and informally produced) in an ef-

fort to adhere to these logics. To become governable, within the SMA in par-

ticular, the missing subject, when labelled as absconding, is produced as some-

thing visible, and thereby graspable, knowable, manageable, and as we will 

see in the forthcoming chapters, in the gaze of state employees: thereby pre-

dictable. By making conceptually visible (through institutional labelling) that 

which is physically invisible, missing subjects can be registered, quantified, 

and kept present within a system, until their asylum cases are closed/handed 

over to the police, and they are made absent from the asylum-seeking system. 

Before they are expelled, however, the absconding asylum-seeker is bureau-

cratized so that they are still incorporated within the system, but bureaucratic 

and emotional pressure is put on the individual caseworkers to decide where 

the line between present and absent is to be drawn. For example, when an 

individual’s case is closed, this closure can be favorable for overall production 

quotas. Overall, as shown through the interviews in this chapter, by making 

the missing subject governable through this specific form of visibility, the idea 

of the missing subject is controlled, rather than the physicality of the missing 

subject itself. The following chapter will continue to explore technologies of 

power as control in relation to the governance of missingness, from control-

ling the idea of the subject to controlling the physicality of the subject itself.  
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6. Power as Control 

The previous chapter examined how power produces and makes visible the 

missing subject through different terminologies. Hence, this chapter picks up 

where Chapter 5 left off and examines this effect: how missingness is gov-

erned through different technologies of power as control, in particular disci-

plinary power and biopower. In this chapter, state employees reflect on and 

attempt to control the uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity that missingness 

entails, particularly before missingness has an opportunity to potentially oc-

cur, but also after it has, or is expected to have, occurred. In the CMS litera-

ture, control is generally associated with coercive practices within the migra-

tion management industry/apparatus. Yet by examining the discourses of con-

trol surrounding missing asylum-seekers, not only do we find practices of co-

ercive control in, for example, detention centers, but we also find that 

missingness is also governed through accepting that it cannot always be con-

trolled. An emphasis is often put on preventing missingness from even occur-

ring to begin with, but sometimes missingness appears to be (in)directly facil-

itated through the practices of state employees.  

In line with Chapter 5, Section 6.1, in this chapter, begins with the first 

instance of control we find within the asylum-seeking process: the incorpora-

tion of the asylum-seeking subject into the system. This is the first instance in 

which the asylum-seeker’s physical presence is required in the gaze of a state 

institution, before they are incorporated into the system as a digital identity. 

Following on from the initial registration process, Section 6.2 examines how 

state employees at the SMA control information provided to the asylum-

seeker. Certain information is provided to the asylum-seeker, in the hope that 

it will prevent them from potentially going missing in the future. Yet, as Sec-

tion 6.3 examines, other information is at times withheld from the asylum-

seeker, as some state employees believe that this information may encourage 

missingness.  Section 6.4 continues to examine more coercive forms of con-

trol, through practices at state-provided accommodation centers for unaccom-

panied minors and, in Section 6.5, for adults, as the potentiality of missingness 

is controlled through the implementation of specific routines aimed at manag-

ing the population at the accommodation centers.  

However, the epicenter of biopolitical control is investigated in Section 6.6 

and Section 6.7, through an analysis of detention centers. Detention centers 

are used to render those who were previously missing or are expected to go 
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missing hypervisible, as their bodies are placed under constant surveillance. 

This is also the first instance where the physicality of the missing subject is 

controlled within the Swedish asylum regime, rather than the idea of the miss-

ing subject. However, in contrast to the detention center, the remainder of the 

chapter examines instances in which state employees allow missingness to oc-

cur and/or (in)directly facilitate it, by allowing “bogus” addresses to be regis-

tered within the system (Section 6.8), planning interviews under the assump-

tion that some will go missing (Section 6.9), and allowing those pre-deter-

mined by state employees to be missing to actually indeed go missing (Section 

6.10).  

 

6.1 Control through bureaucratic capture  

As outlined in Chapter 5, prior to how the missing subject is produced when 

an asylum-seeker is assumed to be missing, the asylum-seeking subject is pro-

duced, enabling initial incorporation into the system to begin. Without this 

incorporation, there would be nothing to be missing from. This becomes the 

first step in becoming governable as an asylum-seeker when applying for asy-

lum in Sweden, and often involves the same procedure for adults, families 

comprised of adults and children, and unaccompanied minors. It is important 

to understand this initial stage, as it enables the examination of further tech-

nologies of power as control throughout the asylum-seeking process, and ex-

plains how the asylum-seeking subject is initially made visible within the sys-

tem. This incorporation requires the physical presence of the asylum-seeker 

in the gaze of the SMA. Proving one’s identity to the SMA plays an important 

role not only during the initial registration phase, but also throughout the asy-

lum-seeking process. However, in addition to the narrative of identity being 

constructed and validated by one’s country of origin and now the Swedish 

state, another form of identity beyond official documentation is also privileged 

during this process: the biological identity.  

As touched on in the previous chapter, to be incorporated into the asylum-

seeking system, fingerprints are taken upon registration. The biological iden-

tity of fingerprints is extracted, digitalized, registered, stored and cross-refer-

enced with shared systems such as the European Asylum Dactyloscopy Data-

base (EURODAC), the Visa Information System (VIS) and the Schengen In-

formation System (SIS). The language of fingerprints is analyzed and cross-

referenced within the system to discover whether there are any registered iden-

tities in any other system-affiliated countries attached to the same set of fin-

gerprints. If this is the case, state employees are also able to map out the mo-

bility patterns of the asylum-seeker, prior to arrival in Sweden. The narrative 

of the fingerprints is dissevered and privileged over its owner’s verbal narra-
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tive. The fingerprints thereby become representative of an accepted bureau-

cratic truth.565 As biological identities are increasingly captured on a wide-

spread level in contemporary Western societies today, philosopher Giorgio 

Agamben asks, “[w]hat relationship can I establish with my fingerprints or my 

genetic code?...The new identity is an identity without the person, as it were, 

in which the space of ethics as we used to think of it loses its sense and must 

be thought through again from the ground up.”566 An identity without the per-

son, so to speak, is thus initially incorporated into the asylum-seeking system. 

In contemporary times, “…in the system of biometric identification, no 

mark needs to be put on people, because the mark is the body itself.”567 Hence, 

when initially seeking asylum in Sweden, as one presents oneself at one of the 

decentralized SMA offices throughout the country, the mark of the body is 

forfeited to the authorities. The physicality of life is transformed into the sys-

tem as a digital identity: a combination of official documentation (when avail-

able) and one’s biological identity. In this instance, the digital identity be-

comes a proof of life that is separable from the actual physicality of life. The 

asylum-seeker thereby becomes, what I call, conceptually visible within the 

system, as an asylum-seeking subject. When comparing Sweden to other Eu-

ropean countries such as France, a police officer in contact with many missing 

unaccompanied minors indirectly explained this conceptual visibility in the 

following way:  

 [h]ere you’re going to be forced into the asylum process, more or less, you are 

going to seek asylum. Because everyone is going to grind you down, tell you 

that you have to seek asylum, because that’s the way that our system is built. 

But it’s very problematic to have a person who isn’t applying for asylum, that 

doesn’t have, like, an identity that the authorities can work with. Because if you 

don’t apply, well, then in principle, you can have an identity every single time 

you run into the authorities. So there’s a lot to be gained by getting someone 

into the process, where you have an identity to work with.568 

 

According to this interviewee, the asylum-seeker can thereby be coercively 

“forced” into conceptual visibility, giving the authorities more control as this 

provides them with “…an identity to work with.” Mark B. Salter states that 

the border is a state of exception because “[t]he sovereign decides the political 

status of the individual as they cross the frontier: national, stateless, refugee, 

foreigner, alien. This decision is absolute…There is a zone of indistinction 

wherein a traveler possesses not even his/her nationality unless it is confirmed 

                                                      
565 For more on the “…the ways in which the applicant’s body matters in the evaluation of the 

asylum claim,” see, e.g.: Puumala 2017, 73-75. 
566 Agamben 2011, 51-52.  
567 Chamayou 2012, 143. 
568 Interview E14. 
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by the decision of the sovereign.”569 In this case, state employees have the 

final say as to whether this identity is accepted or rejected in the eyes of the 

sovereign.  

By converting one’s physical visibility into a conceptual visibility, the in-

dividual and the group that it comes to represent (read. “asylum-seekers”) 

begin a biopolitical process of becoming compartmentalized into a “knowa-

ble” and measurable subject: the asylum-seeking subject, as their data are pro-

cessed and stored, giving authorities some sense of control over who is within 

their territorial borders. Those seeking asylum are made conceptually visible 

by being mapped, labelled and quantified, as they become, as Rachel Hum-

phris and Nando Sigona describe it: bureaucratically captured.570 In technol-

ogies of governance related to biopower, life becomes something that must be 

understood and made manageable, with its potentialities predicted,571 a pro-

cess that is facilitated through this bureaucratic capture. Once one is made 

conceptually visible as an asylum-seeking subject, and placed in the hands of 

governing subjects, according to interviewees, there are, as will be explored, 

various reasons and ways to prevent those who are seeking asylum from phys-

ically disappearing and becoming conceptually visible as missing subjects, 

through different technologies of power as control. 

 

6.2 Control through access to information  

Once incorporated into the system as an asylum-seeking subject, the inter-

viewees debated how controlling what information asylum-seekers may or 

may not receive during the asylum-seeking process may affect whether or not 

the asylum-seeker will potentially disappear in the future. In attempting to 

govern the potentiality of missingness for adult asylum-seekers in particular, 

interviewees discussed the role of agency in relation to receiving certain in-

formation.572 Although there appears to be, to a certain extent, an interest in 

keeping the asylum-seeking subject within the system that they have been in-

corporated into, the responsibility to stay within that system (i.e., not disap-

pear) is often placed on the asylum-seekers, provided they have received in-

formation about what can happen if they “choose” to go missing.  For exam-

ple, when asked whether or not the SMA had a responsibility in preventing 

asylum-seekers from absconding, one interviewee with a leadership position 

at the SMA replied: 

                                                      
569 Salter 2006, 171.  
570 Humphris and Sigona 2019, 1505. 
571 See, e.g.: Amoore 2013; and Broeders 2009.  
572 See, e.g.: Interview E18, E24, E29, and E30.   
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[c]onsidering that seeking asylum is something that a person has the right to do, 

and the right to even revoke their application, we use no coercive methods in 

that way, that we force a person to seek asylum. But we do, however, inform. 

We have an obligation to inform, partly about legalizing one’s stay: that if one 

doesn’t have permission to be in Sweden legally, then one is in Sweden ille-

gally. And also, the importance of completing one’s asylum application when 

one has gotten in touch with us or telling us if they want to revoke it. So, in that 

way we have an obligation to inform.573  

 

When asked whether certain questions are posed during an interview with the 

asylum-seeker to determine whether or not there is a risk of absconding, the 

interviewee further elaborated:  

…we don’t go into a case suspicious that a person is going to abscond. We don’t 

do that. We assume that the person is a serious asylum-seeker, so we don’t do 

that. We don’t begin the conversation by saying, “You’re not allowed to ab-

scond.” But it’s afterwards, that we discover [that someone has absconded] in 

that case. We don’t do anything preventative except for informing them that it 

is important that they complete [the asylum-process].574 

 

According to this interviewee, the importance lies in “non-coercively” inform-

ing asylum-seekers of how the Swedish legislation works, and what is ex-

pected of them. What the asylum-seeker then does with this information is up 

to them. The “serious asylum-seeker” is thereby produced in relation to its 

supposed opposite, the “missing subject.”  

Another interviewee, who has worked at many different units at the SMA, 

also reiterated the importance of providing information to those who have re-

ceived negative decisions on their asylum claims, thereby also producing the 

image of a “serious asylum-seeker,” and stated the following:  

I mean, I think that it’s the seeker’s [meaning asylum-seeker’s] responsibility, 

but the Migration Agency has a responsibility to show what type of authority 

we really are, the importance of what we do, and to inform the seeker of things 

that actually correspond to reality rather than the image that we initially give in 

the application interview. And…about what the consequences can be: “If you 

don’t follow the laws in Sweden, then this and that is going to happen. You’ve 

received information about this, and it is very important that you cooperate with 

the Migration Agency, because if you want to return [to Sweden] through a 

residence permit due to family ties or a work permit (there are other options), 

then we don’t want you having a police record to be an obstacle in any way. 

Now I don’t know what kind of obstacle that is, but it doesn’t look good never-

theless. You’re supposed to have followed the laws.”575 

 

                                                      
573 Interview E18. 
574 Ibid.  
575 Interview E24. 
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The interviewee also explained that, in their view, it was good that the SMA 

placed responsibility on the individual asylum-seeker to be accessible to the 

authorities, but stressed that responsibility must simultaneously be placed on 

the caseworker to provide accurate information to the asylum-seeker.576 Ac-

cording to this interviewee, providing this information at a time when it is 

expected that many will thereafter abscond, i.e., after having received a nega-

tive decision, might help reduce the potentiality of disappearances. Not coop-

erating with the SMA is described through the moralistic language of “not 

looking good” in the eyes of the state institution. Controlling the communica-

tion of information is thereby used as a technique of disciplinary power, in 

which the asylum-seeking subject is once again (in)formally disciplined as 

regards what a “serious asylum-seeker” looks like, i.e., one who cooperates, 

is visible, and does not disappear. According to these logics, the future missing 

subject is quite leniently prevented from ever becoming, if the “serious asy-

lum-seeker” is produced from the beginning. This production is assumed to 

be actualized through controlling what information is communicated to the 

asylum-seeker.   

This logic however also assumes that individuals may go missing solely 

because they have not been properly informed of what might happen if they 

do disappear. Another employee working with asylum claims at the SMA also 

voiced similar concerns with regard to providing the asylum-seeker with in-

formation that may prevent future disappearances, and stated: 

Interviewee: You sort of convince yourself that you have some sort of overview 

over those who are still here. That doesn’t mean that you have an overview, 

horrible things happen here as well, but it is always unpleasant to be a state 

employee and to realize that you have no control over what happens to that poor 

person.  

 

Interviewer: What would having an overview entail? 

 

Interviewee is quiet. 

 

Interviewer: Like, what type of overview do you feel that you need, or that the 

Migration Agency is responsible for having? 

 

Interviewee: That they get the correct information about their case and that they 

really understand why it turned out the way that it did. I can have a bloody 

strong need for that. I want to like ask: “Do you understand why it turned out 

like this? Do you know what it would mean if you left for Germany now? You 

are going to end up in a limbo like none other. It’s better if you do this…” I 

don’t have any right to say to someone how they should live their life, but it 

feels so damn important that they understand in this jungle of laws.577 

                                                      
576 Ibid. 
577 Interview E02. 
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In the above excerpt, the interviewee attempts to balance the belief that the 

asylum-seeker needs to be able to access transparent information to make in-

formed decisions, but at the same time insinuates that the caseworker knows 

what is best for the individual seeking asylum (while acknowledging that this 

is highly sensitive to proclaim). The interviewee describes feeling that they 

have no control over the physicality of the asylum-seeker, but can control what 

information is provided and communicated, thereby preventing future disap-

pearances.  

In addition to controlling what information is provided and communicated, 

when the SMA assumes that an adult asylum-seeker is indeed absconding, one 

of the immediate repercussions entails controlling their right to financial as-

sistance by cutting it off. After trying to first contact the asylum-seeker, a de-

cision is then sent to the asylum-seeker’s address to inform them that they will 

no longer receive financial assistance.578 The case is then put on hold for a 

certain amount of time to see whether this will encourage the asylum-seeker 

to contact the SMA. If the asylum-seeker “…does not obey, does not inquire, 

they are ‘absconding’.”579 Use of the word “obey” here reinforces the discipli-

nary power imbalance of the “discipliner” (i.e., the SMA) versus the “disci-

plined” (i.e., the potentially missing subject). Not only does this method rely 

on financial dependency/vulnerability as a point of contact, but to decide 

whether the asylum-seeker wants to continue being a part of the system, i.e. 

whether they are a “serious asylum-seeker,” they are tested in terms of how 

dependent they are on the system. As will be examined in the following sec-

tion, however, some believe that providing specific details regarding the asy-

lum legislation to asylum-seekers could in fact be encouraging disappear-

ances, rather than preventing them.  

 

                                                      
578 It should be noted that an official investigation by a parliamentary ombudsman criticized the 

SMA for this practice in December 2019. In the case examined in the parliamentary investiga-

tion, the SMA had decided that the asylum-seeker in question no longer had the right to finan-

cial assistance, as the SMA suspected that he had absconded. This decision was sent to the 

address that it was suspected that he had in fact absconded from. In the final decision, as a result 

of the investigation, it was stated that the SMA could not possibly have expected that the deci-

sion about financial assistance would have reached the asylum-seeker at the address he was 

expected to have absconded from. Therefore, in this case, this practice was deemed inappropri-

ate. See: Justitieombudsmannen (JO) 2019.   
579 Interview E09.  
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6.3 Control through expiration dates 

If one receives a negative decision on their asylum claims in Sweden, this 

decision will inform them of when they are expected to leave Sweden, “…of-

ten within four weeks from the date the decision acquires legal force. ‘The 

decision acquires legal force’ means that it has become effective and can no 

longer be appealed.”580 This decision is, at present, valid for four years,581 

meaning that one is able to apply for asylum again after this time period has 

elapsed. It should be noted, however, that during the course of writing this 

thesis, this timeframe has been highly debated among politicians, causing a 

divide in parliamentary parties. The parliamentary Migration Committee is 

currently discussing a proposal to change the rules regarding the temporal 

span of the expiration date from four years to ten years.582 On the one hand, 

parties such as the Swedish Democrats, a far-right populist party in Sweden, 

have demanded that the temporal span be eliminated completely, as they be-

lieve that it encourages asylum-seekers to disappear in Sweden while they 

wait for the opportunity to apply for asylum anew. On the other hand, parties 

such as the Left Party and the Green Party believe that the proposition to in-

crease the timeframe will not change the fact that individuals will go missing. 

It will instead only serve to inhumanely increase the period of time during 

which they find themselves in a vulnerable and precarious situation, as miss-

ing.583   

A different timeframe is, however, applicable to cases subjected to the 

Dublin Regulation. According to the Dublin Regulation, if the asylum-seeker 

has, for example, applied for asylum in another EU country and then pro-

ceeded to apply for asylum in Sweden, the decision to deport the asylum-

seeker to the previous EU country cannot be enforced if the asylum-seeker is 

nowhere to be found after eighteen months. This timeframe is normally en-

acted from the date that the previous EU country has accepted Sweden’s re-

quest to reaccept the individual. After eighteen months, from this date, Swe-

den is responsible for processing the individual’s application for asylum in-

stead.584 It should be noted that the expiration date of four years for non-Dub-

lin cases is stated clearly on the SMA website,585 however the expiration date 

of eighteen months for Dublin cases was, to the best of my ability to deter-

mine, not stated.586  

Echoing the same reasons as the Swedish Democrats, one employee work-

ing with asylum claims at the SMA believed that information such as this is 

                                                      
580 Migrationsverket 2021e. 
581 Ibid. 
582 Lann 2020.  
583 Ibid.  
584 Flyktinggruppens Riksråd (FARR) (no date).  
585 Migrationsverket 2021e.  
586 Migrationsverket 2020b.  
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assumed to encourage individuals to abscond from the asylum process and 

avoid contact with Swedish authorities until their case either solely becomes 

Sweden’s responsibility to process (i.e., 18 months later for Dublin cases), or 

they are able to apply for a new process (i.e., after four years for non-Dublin 

cases).587 When asked whether the SMA is responsible for preventing individ-

uals from going missing, they explained: 

…[i]t’s of course important to give them the correct information, to explain 

what the process looks like, that they have the right to appeal decisions that they 

don’t like, ehhh…and we sort of have a theory about not informing them of too 

much, because then that would mean that they could exploit the system and 

see…what rules we have that they can get away with. If you abscond for a cer-

tain period of time, so that this thing with being transferred to another EU coun-

try is no longer viable, because you’ve absconded for 18 months, then you can 

apply again. Giving them that information a bit too clearly is also wrong, be-

cause then you exploit a system in which the rules aren’t really supposed to 

look like that but…588 

 

According to this interviewee, giving what is considered “too much” infor-

mation to those seeking asylum could facilitate “exploitation” of the system, 

enabling a reversed power imbalance within the system, even though these 

timeframes have paradoxically been created by the system itself. By using the 

term exploit, a discourse is produced in which the future intentions of the asy-

lum-seeker are both assumed and mistrusted. In this way, disciplinary power 

through controlling access to information is once again used to discipline the 

“serious asylum-seeker” into being and to prevent the future missing subject. 

The interviewee continued to describe this as a delicate balancing act, between 

providing the asylum-seeker with the correct information, but also providing 

this information according to the unit’s guidelines.589  

Another interviewee, who had previously worked at different units at the 

SMA, explained that, depending on which caseworker is assigned to the case 

and the guidelines of their official decisionmakers and unit managers, provid-

ing information to adult asylum-seekers about these timeframes during the in-

terview is viewed as being highly controversial. They explained:  

Interviewee: I thought that it was very difficult to communicate Dublin [mean-

ing informing asylum-seekers if their case was going to be processed according 

to the Dublin Regulation] at the Application Unit for example, because I knew 

that this put them at a crossroads: they would have to either cooperate and be 

transferred [to another EU country] or hide for eighteen months. And a part of 

that information was a little bit controversial, about what information you’re 

allowed to give, depending on what decisionmaker or boss you consulted. But 

                                                      
587 Interview E17.  
588 Ibid. 
589 Ibid.   



 

122 

I was very open with that information and referred them to the Swedish Refugee 

Law Center [a nonprofit organization offering free juridical advice] in case 

they wanted to receive more information about the juridical part, and that was 

a bit controversial at work.  

 

Interviewer: The information that was given, do you mean what’s stated in the 

legislation, that it [meaning the decision] is no longer valid after eighteen 

months?  

 

Interviewee: It expires, exactly. One should of course not encourage people to 

hide for eighteen months, that’s not what it’s about. But if they asked, “what 

alternatives do I have, what rights do I have, how long is this decision valid?,” 

then we have an obligation to give them that.590 

 

According to this excerpt, it appears that some SMA employees may view 

their task as preventing “exploitation” of the system through disappearances, 

while others provide further contact information to an organization often seen 

as resisting decisions made by the SMA. Despite different views on the matter, 

both interviewees express that knowing this information would provide the 

asylum-seeker with a choice: either to cooperate or to resist. For those who 

view their task as preventing “exploitation” of the system, responsibility is 

placed on the adult asylum-seeker to know specifically what questions to ask, 

or have access to the SMA website, enabling them to interpret the timeframes 

as established in legislation. According to this logic, having access to too 

much information about asylum legislation when it is not specifically asked 

for may encourage disappearances.591 Another tension therefore emerges in 

comparison with Section 6.2, in which according to those interviewees, know-

ing and understanding asylum legislation may prevent disappearances. Thus, 

the potentiality of missingness is, at times and once again, governed through 

the control of information. Nevertheless, the timeframe seen as potentially en-

couraging missingness has been created by the system itself. Entering this 

sphere of (in)visibility as undocumented is thus equivalent to entering a tem-

poral and spatial milieu carved out by the system itself.  

 

 

                                                      
590 Interview E10. 
591 It should be noted that in interviews where cases are to be processed according to the Dublin 

Regulation, asylum-seekers are asked whether there are any reasons why they cannot be trans-

ported to the EU country in question and whether they will choose to cooperate in the case, i.e. 

do they intend to stay physically visible or go missing? This is informally referred to within the 

SMA as a “control question.” If the asylum-seeker states that they do not intend to cooperate, 

they are informed that the SMA can take coercive measures in the future, such as issuing a 

decision of detainment. The asylum-seeker is then asked the control question again, to, as one 

SMA interviewee put it, “…see if the asylum-seeker will, after all, comply with the decisions 

we make.” See: Interview E17. 
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6.4 Control through accommodation facilities: 

unaccompanied minors 

Technologies of power as control were also made apparent through the dis-

courses produced by interviewees in relation to the governance of potential 

disappearances of unaccompanied minors and adults residing in state-pro-

vided accommodation centers. Regarding unaccompanied minors in particu-

lar, once an unaccompanied minor has been made conceptually visible within 

the system, the possibility of that unaccompanied minor becoming a missing 

subject appears to be the next area of concern for governance. By examining 

the discourses produced surrounding the potential for unaccompanied minors 

to go missing, most often from their housing facilities, one begins to see how 

power works through a matrix of technologies of power as control and tech-

nologies of power as care. These are two technologies of governance that, 

specifically in the cases of unaccompanied minors, not only entail complex 

social relations, but are also at times indistinguishable from one another (as 

can be found with pastoral power, or what Emma McCluskey refers to as “…a 

caring biopolitics”).592 According to one state employee working together 

with social services to locate unaccompanied minors who have gone missing, 

the notion that a child may physically disappear can often be foreshadowed, a 

sentiment also echoed by a couple of interviewees within the social services.593 

According to these logics, if social services and accommodation personnel 

would pay attention and “put together the puzzle pieces,”594 then the potenti-

ality of missingness could be predicted, mapped, and prevented.   

The interviewee explained, “I would say that there are very many signs 

prior to [going missing]…that the child is anxious, that they stop going to 

school, that they might start collecting money, that they start preparing. There 

are a lot of signs to catch sight of before a child goes missing, in every way.” 

To prevent disappearances, one should, according to the interviewee, “…lis-

ten to the child, hear what they say, understand what they say, and most im-

portantly, take what they say seriously.”595 Being able to spot the potentiality 

of a disappearance on the horizon also entailed, according to one social 

worker, not only being aware of signs, but also needing overarching surveil-

lance. They explained that one must be especially careful, as “…those who 

scream the loudest, they’re the ones who are visible…At the same time, the 

calm ones, they often have contacts, and that means human trafficking... We 

need to make sure that everyone is treated equally and receives the correct 

                                                      
592 McCluskey 2019, 69. 
593 Interview E12 and E13.   
594 Interview E13.  
595 Ibid; A similar discourse surrounding the need to show the children that they are cared for, 

as well as to listen to them, was verbalized in Interview E03. 
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information and that we have surveillance on everyone.”596 When asked to 

elaborate on what they meant by surveillance, they clarified that they did not 

mean any association to camera surveillance, but rather a network of surveil-

lance in the form of the establishment of social relations. Surveillance was 

framed as a form of inclusion that was produced through meaningful social 

interactions that aimed to incorporate the individual into the larger population 

at the housing facility.597 

Preventing physical disappearances meant that the unaccompanied minor 

must be incorporated into the daily organization and functioning of the hous-

ing facility, as they are encouraged to participate in dinner routines and other 

social activities. Surveillance, according to this interviewee, also entailed 

making sure that the unaccompanied minors would not be alone in their rooms 

or would go for walks by themselves. Staff at the housing facilities were ex-

pected to map deviant patterns of telephone usage, based on the idea that “…if 

they talk too much on the phone, this could also be a risk. It’s very rare for a 

newly arrived person in Sweden to have a lot of contacts here. It’s a risk con-

nected to human trafficking…That they want to be outside all of the time, 

that’s also a risk.”598 Acts such as exchanging phone numbers between staff 

members at the housing facility and unaccompanied minors, however, were 

represented as gestures of both staff availability and approachability.599 An-

other interviewee, who had previously worked at a transit housing facility,600 

also reiterated the importance of incorporating the unaccompanied minor into 

the daily organization and functioning of the housing facility, including set 

mealtimes and spending time together by playing games, talking, or watching 

television.601 Needing an overview of the unaccompanied minors so that staff 

could “gather them up,” as the interviewee explained, was described as keep-

ing an eye on those who would skip set mealtimes and preventing the unac-

companied minors from locking their bedroom doors.602  

By incorporating the individual into a larger population in the housing fa-

cilities, technologies of biopower associated with notions of surveillance and 

control find a way to govern the potentiality of physical disappearances/miss-

ingness. As research on biopolitics and modes of surveillance explains, popu-

lations are secured through “…surveillance and the accumulation and analysis 

of data concerning behaviour, the patterns which behaviour displays and the 

profiling of individuals within the population.”603 In the discourses produced 

                                                      
596 Interview E03. 
597 Ibid. 
598 Ibid.  
599 Ibid. 
600 This is a form of accommodation that houses unaccompanied minors who have just arrived 

in Sweden, before they are allocated a more permanent accommodation.  
601 Interview E12. 
602 Ibid.   
603 Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero 2008, 267. 
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by these interviewees, however, the technologies of power that entail mapping 

individual behavioral patterns through a “normal/deviant” dichotomy, and the 

installment of disciplinary routines such as set mealtimes and unlocked door 

policies, are described as technologies of power as care, i.e., pastoral power. 

Unaccompanied minors are asked to sacrifice certain individual freedoms 

such as eating, sleeping, or using one’s phone as one pleases, and this is por-

trayed by the interviewees as an overall security benefit, i.e., as a protection 

against the evils of human trafficking.  

When asked what responsibility the social services have for preventing un-

accompanied minors from absconding, one head of a social services unit ex-

plained, “[w]e can never do that, we can’t. We’re not with them twenty-four 

hours a day, and if their accommodation center, where they have staff around 

the clock, doesn’t even notice it [an abscondment] either, then I don’t think 

we have any [responsibility]. We can’t lock them in.”604 Considering that un-

accompanied minors are allowed to exit the housing facility to go for a walk 

or meet friends, surveillance is established through the performative nature of 

social relations and routines.605 According to Marita Eastmond and Henry 

Ascher, the policies and practices surrounding asylum-seeking children in 

Sweden are largely torn between “…on the one hand…the rights of the child 

as enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child…and the state’s 

interest in controlling immigration on the other.”606  

6.5 Control through accommodation facilities: adults 

The potential disappearances of adult asylum-seekers in state-provided ac-

commodation facilities are governed differently as compared to the govern-

ance of unaccompanied minors in such facilities. Adult asylum-seekers who 

do not have a network in place to help them find accommodation or help pro-

vide for them during the asylum-seeking process, or who are unable to provide 

for themselves, are given a place at an accommodation facility provided by 

the SMA. One interviewee who had previously worked with accommodation 

questions at the SMA explained that, at times, external accommodation part-

ners would contact the agency and report on asylum-seekers who would fre-

quently disappear from the accommodation facilities. The interviewee ex-

plained that often nothing was done with this information, but felt that it was 

problematic that authorities did not have the same type of contact with asylum-

                                                      
604 Interview E06. 
605 There is, however, an exception worth noting here, in which unaccompanied minors can be 

detained according to the law. Unaccompanied minors can be detained according to the Care of 

Young Persons Act (LVU). They can be “…taken into care on an emergency basis to break a 

destructive pattern of behaviour” and thereby placed in special residential homes. See: Statens 

institutions styrelse (SiS) 2016.  
606 Eastmond and Ascher 2011, 1186. 
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seekers in larger cities in Sweden, as many would find their own accommoda-

tion rather than living at the facilities. When asked what the advantages and 

disadvantages were of having a closer relationship with those seeking asylum, 

as is perhaps found in the more rural areas of Sweden, they replied: 

I guess the advantage is that the better overview you have over those that you’re 

dealing with, the better decisions you can make. More knowledge is always 

better. A disadvantage is that there has to be some sort of limit on how much 

responsibility the authority [the SMA] should have. Somewhere it becomes un-

reasonable if we have to take a social responsibility that isn’t ours to take.607 

 

When asked what having a “better overview” entailed for the interviewee, they 

explained that this meant knowing what “composition of people you have at 

the accommodation [facility]…You have to think about what people you put 

together at the same accommodation, because that kind of sets the tone for 

how it’s going to be. So to put it simply, if I put a lot of young men at the same 

accommodation center, I can count on problems.”  

 

When asked to elaborate on this, the interviewee explained: 

Interviewee: Young, single men, which most migrants are...they are often 

young, single men. But if I mix them up with some families, it gets a bit calmer, 

but it’s at the expense of the families, and that’s not really okay either. So it’s 

a difficult balance, how you put together the composition of people at the ac-

commodation center. Sometimes you don’t have the opportunity to decide ei-

ther.  

 

Interviewer: Okay, so the overview is over a group and not on an individual 

level?  

 

Interviewee: Yes, because we’re not so interested in the individual, we’re more 

thinking about the composition of the group. We don’t meet the individual be-

cause they want to. We have to, in order to do an interview or use our authority, 

but we rarely go in to check on them and ask, “How’s it going today?” That 

doesn’t happen. The only times that we systematically check if everyone is 

there [at the accommodation facility] for example, is if we check that everyone 

is still living there and where they should be. Then we might go into everyone’s 

room and check where people are. Those that aren’t there receive a letter that 

says: “You weren’t present at today’s accommodation control. We therefore 

ask you to visit the Migration Agency when you are back. Otherwise we will 

consider you to be absconding.” That’s it.608 

 

At the same time as the asylum-seeking population is biopolitically “made 

knowable,” mapped, and labelled in an effort to reduce what the SMA might 

                                                      
607 Interview E19.  
608 Ibid.  
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assume to be future disturbances at the facility, more responsibility is placed 

on the individual adult asylum-seeker, than is on unaccompanied minors, to 

stay “visible.” It can be argued, however, that technologies of power as control 

are enacted through the policing of mobilities, i.e., being given a spot at an 

accommodation center entails that you are expected to fill that spot. In a Fou-

cauldian disciplinary power sense, you are expected to adhere to the rules put 

in place, and this means that you are to be physically visible when it is asked 

of you. Individuals are thus quantified and their (in)visibility is docu-

mented.609 When one is assumed to be a missing subject, they begin the trans-

gressional process of being registered as absconding, and thereafter being ex-

pelled from the system. At the same time as the individual is disciplined in 

relation to making oneself visible when appropriate, the population (i.e., asy-

lum-seekers at the accommodation facility) is biopolitically managed as a 

whole, as the interviewee stated, “...we’re not so interested in the individual, 

we’re more thinking about the composition of the group.”610 

However, it appears that the SMA does not desire the visibility of all asy-

lum-seekers in state-provided accommodation facilities. As stated in the in-

troduction of this thesis, a change in legislation on July 20, 2016 entailed that 

“…the right to financial assistance in the form of daily allowance and housing 

ended for those aged 18 and over whose asylum claims have been rejected or 

who have received deportation decisions and where the time limit for volun-

tary return had run out.”611 Leading up to this change in legislation, the SMA 

provided the government with a prognosis stating that they predicted that circa 

46,000 asylum-seekers who had formally been denied asylum would “disap-

pear,” because their cases would thereby be handed over by the Migration 

Agency to the police. According to Per Löwenberg, a group manager at the 

National Border Police, although some of those “wanted” by the police have 

indeed left the country without informing any authorities, many are, nonethe-

less, living “without proper documentation” in Sweden.612 He went on to state, 

“[a] vast number of people are going to abscond. It is very problematic. We 

find roughly between 10 and 20 percent of those who abscond.”613  

Some of the interviewees claimed that this legislation change did not play 

out as initially intended, as regards inhibiting financial dependency in order to 

force return processes.614 Asylum-seekers who were told to move out of ac-

commodation centers due to this legislation change were instead told to live 

on the streets or find their own place to live.615 As Grégoire Chamayou states, 

“…even if they are considered to be there illegally, migrants are in fact on the 

                                                      
609 Interview E19 and E29.  
610 Interview E19. 
611 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2016a, 7-8.  
612 Delling 2016.  
613 Ibid (note: my own translation of the quote from Swedish to English). 
614 See, e.g.: Interview E09, E15, and E19.   
615 Interview E18 and E19.  
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territory; they reside there physically and socially. So the primary effect of 

this legal exclusion is not to make them disappear, but to withhold a whole 

series of rights from them”616. According to one interviewee, these cases often 

involved asylum-seekers who had received a deportation order that was en-

forceable by law, but were nationals of countries that refused to accept their 

return, putting the asylum-seeker in a limbo where they could neither be de-

tained, deported, nor gain residency in Sweden.617 In these cases, the state’s 

paradoxical attempt to prevent potential disappearances, by expelling those 

with deportation orders from the country, has instead potentially increased 

disappearances, as those who were previously visible at state-provided accom-

modation facilities are pushed out into a sphere of potential invisibility. The 

missing subject is, in this case, paradoxically, produced by the very legislation 

intended to prevent its existence. As will be examined in the following section 

however, when state institutions decide that they want the missing subject 

within their gaze, they will force them into their gaze, as represented by the 

site of the detention center.  

 

6.6 Control through detention   

Thus far we have examined attempts to govern the potentiality of the missing 

subject through different technologies of power as control: the accessibility of 

information regarding cases and legislation, as well as keeping asylum-seek-

ers visible at accommodation facilities, either consistently (unaccompanied 

minors) or when it is asked of them until it is no longer deemed necessary 

(adults). At times, and especially in relation to unaccompanied minors, tech-

nologies of power as control are either intertwined with, or framed through, 

technologies of power as care. Regarding adult asylum-seekers, the notion of 

individual responsibility and performing the role of the “visible” and thereby 

“serious” asylum-seeker is a discourse that has permeated the interviews. Yet 

the individual responsibility for primarily self-governing one’s own visibility 

occurs within a sphere where there is a consistent and looming threat of what 

can occur if the asylum-seeker is deemed to have not taken responsibility: de-

tention. Although we have observed notions of biopower, disciplinary power, 

and pastoral power at play in controlling the potentiality of the missing sub-

ject, the detention center is the ultimate epicenter for turning the missing sub-

ject into a physically visible “detainee,”618 through biopolitical control.   

                                                      
616 Chamayou 2012, 137. 
617 Interview E19.  
618 Please note that this term is put in quotation marks to indicate its awkward transition from 

Swedish to English. It will, however, be used without question marks for the remainder of this 

thesis. 
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The Swedish term for a detention center is förvar, which translates to “stor-

age.” As Roxanne Lynne Doty and Elizabeth Shannon Wheatley explain, 

“[w]arehousing the undocumented is not so much a new technology of power 

as a supplemental strategy for managing those deemed potentially disruptive 

to the social order.”619 Irrespective of whether or not a case belongs to the 

SMA or to the police, the aim of the detention center is the same and is man-

aged by the SMA.620 According to official detention center guidelines, stand-

ards, and routines, “[t]he purpose of the confinement is not to tend [vårda] or 

to treat [behandla]…It is to keep an alien accessible [tillgänglig] for investi-

gation or deportation.”621 One can be detained if their identity is considered 

unknown to the authorities, they have a deportation order enforceable by law 

and are encountered by the police, or if there is an assumed risk of abscond-

ing.622 Although an adult can be detained for a maximum of twelve months 

(with consistent reviews during this time), an unaccompanied minor can only 

be detained in relation to a deportation for seventy-two hours (with the possi-

bility of one extension), and often only in exceptional circumstances.623 Nick 

Vaughan-Williams has investigated these centers as an ultimate biopolitical 

site, as knowledge is both produced and extracted from observing those who 

are detained and/or awaiting deportation.624 Those demarcated as belonging to 

“risky” or “unknowable” populations are managed and regulated, because de-

tention center staff are attempting to accumulate knowledge about the individ-

ual during this confinement, transforming them into “knowledgeable and gov-

ernable subjects.”625  

One interviewee, with years of experience working at different SMA units 

including a detention center, explained that detention should not be used as a 

method of punishment. It should also not “…be like a hotel in any way, you’re 

not supposed to get there and after a year get released from detention. There 

should be a purpose as to why there’s a detention center.”626 They explained 

that the SMA and the police should instead focus on what is referred to as 

“smart detentions,” i.e., detaining people who have deportations that are easy 

(and hence fast) to work with, because “[p]utting someone in detention for 

twelve months as a way of punishment isn’t really…or, I don’t think that was 

what the legislator really meant.”627 According to this interviewee, detainment 

                                                      
619 Doty and Wheatley 2013, 429.   
620 It should be noted, however, that not all individuals detained in the center have applied for 

asylum or will apply for asylum. See: Interview E25. 
621 Khosravi 2009, 41. 
622 Migrationsverket 2018b, 1230-1231 in PDF form. 
623 Children are rarely detained, and if they are, it must be together with their legal guardian. 

See: Migrationsverket 2021g. 
624 Vaughan-Williams 2015, 81; For a similar analysis, see also: Khosravi 2009.  
625 Vaughan-Williams 2015, 91-92.  
626 Interview E24. 
627 Ibid. 
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should solely be used as a regulatory method for bringing the asylum process 

to full closure, rather than being used as a disciplinary method (a method that 

they explained the police were sometimes criticized for using).628 This logic 

assumes that the temporary aspect of detention determines whether or not it is 

disciplinary, rather than the act of detaining itself. Another interviewee em-

ployed as a team leader at a detention center agreed with the sentiment that 

the aim of detention should be that detainees should leave Sweden as 

“smoothly” and “painlessly” as possible, suggesting that, despite this aim, the 

realities of everyday life at the detention center were exhausting:  

But bizarre things happen that you would never see out in society. Or I think, 

in what other work environments would you see people experiencing these 

kinds of weird situations and mental health issues? I’ve thought about this, in 

other institutions: prisons, you’re supposed to rehabilitate people so they can 

return to society. Psychiatric hospitals – there you can medicate and there’s 

where you might have people with mental disorders. Elderly care – …there 

you’re supposed to be old. What more categories do we have in society where 

you normally place people?...I think that at the detention center, all these cate-

gories are gathered under the same roof. You’re supposed to take care of both 

the elderly and those with mental disorders. Some have committed crimes and 

the purpose is not to rehabilitate someone to return to society as a good Swedish 

citizen. That contradicts the whole idea of the detention center. And it’s difficult 

for staff to manage all of these categories that, otherwise out in society, there 

are different institutions for. The detention center is meant to manage every-

thing, all ages, all psychological diagnoses, all types of disabilities, for exam-

ple.629 

 

As the interviewee described sites that have often been examined in Michel 

Foucault’s work, such as the prison system or the psychiatric institution, the 

main aim of the detention center is to keep a population of bodies physically 

visible and thereby accessible until deportation, the goal being to regulate, 

manage, store, interact with, watch, and attend to them, despite their various 

and differing individual needs (needs the staff might not be trained to “deal 

with”). Disciplinary power is found operating, as “…it imposes on those 

whom it subjects a principle of compulsory visibility.”630 As will be examined 

in the following section, this power paradoxically keeps both detainees’ bod-

ies and detention center employees’ bodies physically visible within the spa-

tial milieu that is the detention center.   

 

                                                      
628 Ibid.  
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630 Foucault 1991a, 187.  
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6.7 Control by making “detainees” visible at the 

detention center 

When asked whether they felt that within the detention center, some detainees 

were more visible to staff than others, the same interviewee explained that 

those who are most visible are often those who engage with the staff through 

different activities, as well as those who need extra resources due to health 

issues. The interviewee explained that those who keep to themselves in their 

rooms are made visible through different routines at the detention center.631 

All detainees are provided with a weekly one-on-one “social conversation” 

with staff members. This conversation concentrates on how they are do-

ing/feeling and is documented in their case file, and at this detention center in 

particular, about two social activities for the unit were organized a week, the 

aim being to “disrupt the everyday and think about something else.”632 One 

interviewee at the detention center described the following in relation to social 

activities: 

Interviewee: …One makes sure to establish contact with them [meaning detain-

ees], not that they’re detainees [original word used: förvarstagna] but that it’s 

a Kalle or a Pelle. What are Kalle and Pelle doing and what do Kalle and Pelle 

like? We’ve become better at making sure that we do activities…Now we keep 

statistics on what activities we’ve done and there should be one activity a day, 

to try to get them going. 

 

Interviewer: What do you think the reason for this is? 

 

Interviewee: We’ve had a lot of suicidal people who have expressed that they 

could do something suicidal. We’ve received a lot of ill people, both physically 

and mentally. So I think one wants to manage them in a better way by creating 

a certain type of contact with them.633 

 

“Managing” according to this excerpt, can be equated with making visible. 

Another quantifying routine at the detention center that helps staff “better 

manage” the population at the unit, through notions of visibility, entails con-

ducting a head count five times a day. When asked what a head count involves, 

one of the team leaders replied:  

You have a photo of everyone at the unit, and then you go out and check off 

that you see that person in their room, for example. There you also have an 

opportunity to make contact. If it’s someone that you might not have seen all 

day, maybe you’ll ask like, “but now it’s dinner time, aren’t you going to eat?” 

                                                      
631 Please note that all interviewees consulted were employed or had been employed at the same 

detention center. Routines may vary depending on the detention center.  
632 Interview E25 and E32. 
633 Interview E04.  
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So, so it’s also an opportunity to see that person, even if they are quiet and 

introvert and aren’t moving around in the unit as such…And those [meaning 

staff] that stand in the kitchen, they notice: “this person hasn’t eaten either lunch 

or dinner, is that something we should be worried about?” And then we check 

with the group that works nights, “is this person up at night? Is this person eat-

ing then?” And they’re like, “yes, yes, yes, God, that person’s up all night long 

and eats loads of food in the evening.” “Okay, that’s good, then we don’t have 

to be worried about that person.”634 

 

In this excerpt, the act of making visible five times a day those who have 

already been forced into visibility, by being placed within this specific biopo-

litical site, is told through discourses of care, rather than surveillance and con-

trol. Bodies are kept in a constant gaze of visibility as they are observed, quan-

tified, hypothesized about, spoken of, spoken to, and managed, regardless of 

whether this is done for the functioning of the center and/or out of concern 

about an individual’s wellbeing. Another team leader interviewed at the de-

tention center explained that those who have expressed suicidal thoughts or 

tendencies can be “counted” even more times a day. When asked if these 

counts are done to keep the individual alive and to check that they are not 

hurting themselves, or whether they are done to try to motivate wellbeing, the 

interviewee explained: 

 …we have a psychologist that comes to the detention center twice a week and 

decides who she wants to meet...if they need support or medication, she makes 

that call and then tells us what we should think about. But at the actual unit, I 

would just say, that we check whether the person like has a pulse.635  

 

According to this excerpt, one could assume that the detention center priori-

tizes the preservation of the physical body to achieve the state’s end goal of 

deportation. Thereby, in its ultimate form of biopolitical control, the function 

of the detention center is to govern by keeping visible, keeping accessible, and 

keeping alive. 

The detention center itself “…represents a case of biopolitical order…as 

‘detainee bodies, health, and physical state become thoroughly invested by 

politics- the responsibility of the institution and the site of multiple battles for 

control’.”636 Although many of the routines mentioned at the detention center 

are talked about through discourses of having the wellbeing of detainees at 

heart, other routines are described solely through discourses of security. Se-

curity procedures include checking that walls and windows are intact during 

a shift while also doing a count, and doing a round to check the premises, 

excluding accommodation rooms once every hour.637 If detainees are deemed 
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to be posing a threat to the law and order of the detention center, they can put 

into an isolation room for a maximum of three days, separating the individual 

from the collective as a disciplinary practice. At one detention center in par-

ticular, some of these isolation rooms have recently been rebuilt, and are now 

equipped with camera surveillance, a toilet, and tiles to facilitate cleaning if 

body fluids are used as a form of resistance.638 Some interviewees voiced their 

concern over the newly installed camera surveillance in certain spaces on the 

unit, not just limited to the isolation rooms, as well as the newly implemented 

staff uniform. Consequently, the detention center was described by interview-

ees as increasingly mirroring the prison system.639 As one team leader at a 

detention center explained: 

[i]t worries me a bit how the institution is developing, because it feels like we’re 

moving from a migration agency to a correctional facility, or we’re changing 

the detention centers so that they look more similar to prisons or jails, and the 

approach is supposed to match. We have many people in leadership positions 

that are from correctional facilities and want to implement that way of working. 

It becomes difficult for those of us who have been here since before, to keep up 

with that way of thinking and maybe agree with them. But then, it’s a bit of a 

split question, because we have, like I said, gotten more difficult clients. They 

demand more security, demand more of a tougher attitude. Those that we isolate 

and move [to a jail] have often [been] violent with state employees at the de-

tention center. The incidents are a bit more difficult compared to before.640 

 

Another interviewee described an environment where those with a previous 

background of having worked in correctional facilities are increasingly hired, 

and explained that they believe these staff members are often more authoritar-

ian in dealing with detainees, and incidents resulting in detainees being put in 

isolation often involve these staff members in particular.641 When asked to 

elaborate on what they had described as a similar transition from detention 

center to correctional facility during their time working at the detention center, 

one interviewee explained:  

Just that we have begun differentiating between detainees [förvarstagna] and 

staff more. Just this: how we look, how we are dressed. Before, you couldn’t 

always see the difference between staff and detainees. But now it’s very clear 

that we are the state and there you are. It’s good and bad. It might be easier to 

get someone to listen when…one is a bit more like, here is the state that is 

speaking rather than here is ---- [name of interviewee] speaking…Sometimes it 

feels good to have the backing of the uniform in certain situations, and some-

times it feels like it is delimiting.642 
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In this excerpt, the visibility of the uniform is spoken about in relation to the 

power of the state, an authoritarian power that the interviewee wants to enact 

at times, but not always, despite its multitude of manifestations. The individ-

ual control that the detention center employee might feel over that image and 

its performance is, however, increased or diminished if one is made to wear a 

uniform. Despite staff describing, albeit at times hesitantly, routines that rein-

force the power of the state through the detention center, a few interviewees 

increasingly described feeling as if they were governed and made visible in 

the gaze of the state as employees.  

This included descriptions of long and difficult work shifts that made it 

difficult to have a private life outside work, the emotional aspect of working 

with individuals who might be suffering psychologically, and feeling sur-

veilled.643 As Gavin J.D. Smith claims in his analysis of CCTV operators as 

either empowered watchers or disempowered workers, “…far from being a 

unilateral and static property, power in this milieu, much like a restless tide, 

flows back and forth in interaction between subjectivity and screen, self and 

spirit, body and bureaucratic organization.”644 One interviewee explained that 

they felt that their own movements were regulated through the installment of 

cameras in certain spaces at the unit. In addition to feeling powerless over 

spatial control, they also described feeling powerless over temporal control, 

explaining: “…[b]ecause that’s the thing sometimes, that time in a detention 

facility is against you…you can very rarely control your own workday…You 

can’t control anything. Certain things you can control, yes, we serve lunch at 

like 12. But if everything goes haywire at 12, then we have to deprioritize 

lunch, even though that’s never happened. But life comes before everything 

else.” 645 Detention center employees may therefore feel “…simultaneously 

empowered, disempowered and re-empowered.”646 As the missing subject is 

governed as a visible subject in the detention center through technologies of 

power as control, the ultimate spatial manifestation of this biopolitical site ap-

pears to simultaneously discipline the state employee into visibility, as the ap-

paratus also “…supervises the individuals who are entrusted with the task of 

supervising.”647 

 

                                                      
643 Interview E03, E04, and E26.  
644 Smith 2009, 133. 
645 Interview E26. 
646 Smith 2009, 126. 
647 Foucault 1991a, 176-177. 
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6.8 Lack of control through private accommodation   

As just outlined, the detention center is indeed the site where the governance 

of biopolitical life is manifested to its fullest extent and subjects are disci-

plined, within the Swedish asylum regime. It can be argued that the overarch-

ing threat that the asylum-seeking subject can be detained, if deemed to be a 

missing subject and found, is enacted so that those seeking asylum will per-

form physical visibility throughout the asylum-seeking process when it is 

asked of them. Although many would argue that the detention center itself 

serves a disciplinary function, operating through technologies of power as 

control by reminding asylum-seekers of what can happen if they go missing 

(“you did not cooperate, and therefore we will make you cooperate”), its mere 

existence also serves as a regulatory technique of power. As Doty and Wheat-

ley state, “[i]n the case of undocumented migrants, ‘proper management’ takes 

the form of detention and the threat of detention, which functions as a disci-

pline exercised upon the entire body of undocumented residents.”648 This dis-

ciplinary and regulatory apparatus is important to bear in mind when examin-

ing how state institutions encourage self-governance, as it can always be found 

lurking in the shadows. That being said, the extent to which self-governance 

is encouraged through the SMA materialized in interviews when interviewees 

spoke of the aspect of private accommodation. As will be examined, there 

appears to be a lack of control in relation to the registration of private accom-

modation, which consequently may (in)directly facilitate missingness.   

Sweden has, what can be argued to be, a unique accommodation system for 

adult asylum-seekers as compared to countries such as Australia, where asy-

lum-seekers are detained in what are continuously revealed to be atrocious 

conditions during the asylum-seeking process.649 According to the Australian 

Border Force website, for example, in Australia:  

[a] person who does not hold a valid visa is an unlawful non-citizen, and must 

be detained under the Migration Act 1958. Whether the person is placed in an 

immigration detention facility, or other arrangements are made, is determined 

using a risk-based approach. The safety of the Australian community is an im-

portant factor in this decision. In Australia, immigration detention is adminis-

trative not punitive. It helps us manage our temporary entry and permanent mi-

gration programs.650 

 

In comparison to the heavily securitized language reproduced on the Austral-

ian Border Force website, the SMA explains the means of accommodation for 

asylum-seekers in Sweden in the following way on its website: 

                                                      
648 Doty and Wheatley 2013, 429. 
649 See, e.g.: Human Rights Watch (HRW) 2018; Davidson and Vasefi 2018; and Boochani 

2019.  
650 Australian Border Force 2019.  
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[i]f you have no place to live while you wait for a decision on your asylum case, 

the Swedish Migration Agency can help you. You can also choose to arrange 

for the accommodation on your own; for example, you can stay with relatives 

or friends. If you arrange your accommodation yourself, you must inform us of 

your address so that the Swedish Migration Agency can contact you.651 

 

Asylum-seekers are technically allowed to choose where to live, as long as 

they are able to arrange for the accommodation themselves and the address is 

registered in their case file with the SMA. It should be noted, however, that 

while writing this thesis, a new legislation change was recently passed in par-

liament regarding asylum-seekers providing their own addresses to the SMA. 

As of July 1, 2020, asylum-seekers that want to live in an area that has been 

declared, by the government, as having “socio-economic challenges,” will not 

have the right to financial assistance.652 Although those who choose private 

accommodation may receive a slight increase in financial assistance when ar-

ranging their own accommodation rather than living in something provided 

by the state (granted that the accommodation is not in an area excluded by the 

government), the increase is so minimal that it can hardly function as an in-

centive. When asked, in general, whether or not the SMA has a responsibility 

in preventing asylum-seekers from disappearing, a few interviewees would 

compare the Swedish accommodation system to that of other countries, de-

scribing the Swedish one as the more humane/caring option.653 One inter-

viewee at the SMA replied, “[i]f they abscond, they abscond…should we put 

them in detention centers instead?!”654 While another interviewee at the SMA 

explained, “[o]therwise we will end up like ICE in the United States. We’d 

have to detain people, and that’s not very humane, or have our own police 

officers that enforce the law. Then the Migration Agency wouldn’t be called 

the Migration Agency anymore, it would be called something else…”655  

The notion that asylum-seekers can hand in addresses to their own private 

accommodation and that this is, by and large, unregulated by the SMA was at 

times discussed by the interviewees. As one interviewee working as a case-

worker at an Asylum Unit at the SMA explained:  

                                                      
651 Migrationsverket 2021a.  
652 Morgan Johansson, the Justice and Migration Minister, explained the reasoning behind this 

legislation change in the following quote: “It is necessary to address the increased segregation 

and other problems that asylum-seekers’ own housing can cause, especially in areas with socio-

economic challenges.” Although this legislation change may not be directly correlated with the 

governance of missingness, it does point to an example of how migration is increasingly being 

governed through technologies of exclusion. Most of the interviews in this thesis, however, 

were conducted before this new technology of control aimed at excluding certain areas under 

the banner of “integration” was implemented, and the interviewees therefore did not touch on 

this. See: Justitiedepartementet 2019.  
653 Interview E20, E21, and E30.  
654 Interview E20.  
655 Interview E21. 
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Certain addresses…one has searched for certain addresses at times. It’s pretty 

open in Sweden, you can see who lives there [at an address]. You can see who 

is registered there, and sometimes you get a bit of shock, when it’s a whole lot 

of people in the same apartment, but with different nationalities and that. As 

long as they’re not married (which you can also see, whether they’re married 

or not), when they’re not married, you think: how can so many people live in 

the same apartment? How? But I also know that the rules for registering in 

Sweden are so incredibly relaxed, so anyone can get registered anywhere. 

There’s probably absolutely no control…that’s probably all that I can say about 

that really.656 

 

As certain addresses reappear again and again as proof of accommodation, 

state employees will, at times and as mentioned in the above excerpt, speculate 

about the impossibility of hundreds of individuals living at the same address, 

and the lack of control that this entails on the part of state institutions. If an 

adult asylum-seeker provides an address that has a reputation of being repeti-

tive within the system, the asylum-seeking subject is at risk of being viewed 

as a potential missing subject. As another interviewee working with asylum 

claims at the SMA explained: 

I understand that a lot of people [meaning those seeking asylum] want to stay 

in Stockholm, because this is where the jobs are. But because our system is so 

narrow and we need to register an address and it doesn’t just accept registering 

an e-mail address or a telephone number, for example, many asylum-seekers in 

Stockholm are forced to hand in an address where they’re not actually living. 

They might actually be renting on the [so-called] “black market” or living at 

their workplace and so forth. I can understand that. I’ve even said to asylum-

seekers myself, “You don’t have to live there, but you have to be able to receive 

your mail there.” But of course, when it comes to many people being registered 

at the same address, you also get worried that perhaps they’re indebted to the 

people whose addresses they are paying to use. Who are these people?...We’ve 

had these types of conversations with the police and tried to figure out what 

kind of addresses they are, but they also find new ways around it...657 

 

It should be noted that although some interviewees described engaging in di-

alogue with the police about reoccurring addresses,658 in the above excerpt, 

the caseworker also makes a point of telling those seeking asylum that, in their 

opinion (and this could be debated), the SMA is predominantly concerned 

with how information (e.g., interview times where their physical presence is 

needed) will reach the asylum-seeker. Their physical visibility, when it is not 

called upon by the SMA, is thereby treated as irrelevant. Vulnerability is also 

                                                      
656 Interview E20.  
657 Interview E17.  
658 Interview E17 and E29.  
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treated as something that occurs elsewhere and due to other powers, rather 

than as a product of the asylum regime itself.659  

Another interviewee at the SMA also explained that it is not in the SMA’s 

interest for asylum-seekers to abscond, as the SMA often has information they 

need to have. The interviewee explained that, as an authority, the SMA needs 

to have an overview of those who are registered within the system, especially 

in the cases of unaccompanied minors, as their vulnerable positions can easily 

be exploited.  When asked what it meant to have an overview of asylum-seek-

ers, from an authority perspective, the interviewee further elaborated that: 

[t]hey are available to us when we need them to be available. That they corre-

spond when we contact them, either by calling them on the phone, via text mes-

sage or e-mail, or face-to-face when we ask them to come in. Besides that, the 

Migration Agency doesn’t have any interest, beyond what the case requires, in 

keeping track of the asylum-seeker. Considering that we accept that individuals 

submit P.O. box addresses [as proof of individual accommodation], that’s a sign 

that the Migration Agency doesn’t really need to keep track of cases.660 

 

An “overview” in this sense means that asylum-seeking subjects make them-

selves visible solely when it is asked of them. Another interviewee working at 

an SMA “Return Unit”661 in a more rural area of Sweden described that, in-

stead of having an issue with reoccurring P.O. box addresses (which may be 

more common in larger cities), they had observed that some asylum-seekers 

register their proof of address as either an address belonging to active volun-

teers in the area, or the Swedish Church (Svenska Kyrkan). As in the excerpt 

above, when asked whether or not they feel a need for the SMA to know where 

asylum-seekers are physically residing, or whether it does not matter as long 

as they make themselves visible when called upon, the interviewee replied: 

Yes, yes, well…I’m kind of having a life crisis when it comes to working at the 

SMA, so I’m not really sure where I stand when it comes to these questions. 

Yes, as a civil servant, in order to be able to do my job, then of course it’s better 

to have a real address so that I know that the person really is accessible and I 

can look at it in a different way: the person is cooperating with us then and 

                                                      
659 Another interviewee at the SMA claimed that, in their opinion and considering how much 

access to information the SMA has, the SMA should coordinate and map certain information, 

such as reoccurring addresses, to prevent asylum-seekers from being exploited and/or disap-

pearing. This interviewee in particular also explained that this is important for society as a 

whole, as “[w]e want to know what happens in our society. We want to know that strange things 

aren’t occurring right under our radar.” See: Interview E19.  
660 Interview E09. 
661 Please note that this term is put in quotation marks to indicate its awkward transition from 

Swedish to English. It will, however, be used without question marks for the remainder of this 

thesis. 
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cooperating with their decision. As a private person I might have another opin-

ion, but yeah…662 

 

Once again, the act of registering the asylum-seekers address is framed in 

terms of being able to reach the asylum-seeker with information, rather than 

knowing or surveilling their physical whereabouts on a daily basis. Rather 

than being portrayed as coercive control, it appears to be a bureaucratic pro-

cedure that emphasizes a mantra that is often produced with regard to adult 

asylum-seekers: it is your responsibility to make yourself visible only when 

the SMA requires your visibility, unless you break that “trust.” Certain ad-

dresses are still registered, despite their suspicious reputations and their asso-

ciation with the production of the missing subject. Leading up to the act of 

possibly detaining someone, knowing the physical whereabouts of those seek-

ing asylum does not appear to matter, until it begins to the disrupt their con-

ceptual status: have they absconded or have they not? A specific technology 

of disciplinary power is dispersed throughout the asylum process, as it can be 

argued that the notion of what can happen if one does not cooperate (i.e., de-

tainment), becomes self-fulfilling in producing the self-governing and “seri-

ous” asylum-seeker, a subject that is often portrayed in contrast to its counter-

part: the missing subject.  

 

6.9 Planning for missingness  

In addition to allowing for the disappearances of some through the registration 

of private addresses, interviewees described situations in which the SMA and 

social services prepare for and allow for the disappearances of others. In this 

sense, missingness is governed not only through various technologies of 

power as control, but also through how it cannot always be controlled. When 

this is considered, the risk of missingness is therefore managed through, at 

times, the uncertainty that it entails. Paradoxically, that which cannot be fully 

controlled is, thus, to a certain extent, controlled by embracing the fact that it 

cannot be fully controlled. For both adult asylum-seekers and unaccompanied 

minors, this uncertainty appears to be governed through the technology of pre-

determining and pre-labelling the asylum-seeking subject as a potential miss-

ing subject, based on nationality alone. As with bordering techniques in gen-

eral, “…complex identities and claims to belonging…” are often turned into 

“…objects of danger or benefit” by various apparatuses.663 When asked 

whether they had ever screened a case or prepared for a case and felt that the 

                                                      
662 Interview E30.  
663 Salter 2008, 378 
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asylum-seeker was not going to show up to the interview, an interviewee with 

many years of experience working at different units at the SMA explained: 

[y]es. Unfortunately, even with asylum…I mean, there are seasons. Even if that 

sounds horrible, you know what nationality will come and seek asylum more 

than another nationality during certain seasons. And sometimes, you have a 

feeling in you that this person isn’t going to show up. But it’s not like I act on 

that and close the case. It’s only a feeling, but it’s a generalized feeling and I 

might be ashamed about it, but we’re just human. It’s just that. But people who 

often come from countries where there are conflicts, war, or something else, 

show up, often show up. Most will show up. We’re talking about very few na-

tionalities that don’t always show up.664 

 

Assuming that someone will disappear due to factors such as their nationality 

was something that evoked feelings of shame in more than one interview. 

Emotional responses were ignited if, for example, someone disappeared who 

did not fit the mapping of who is expected to disappear. This was often related 

to sex, nationality, and chances of getting asylum.665 The biopolitical pairing 

together of, for example, certain nationalities with specific patterns and trends 

affects how certain cases are subsequently managed, as this production of 

knowledge slowly becomes representative of a specific truth. As the assem-

blage of identity and mobilities are read to mean something, the potential 

missing subject becomes produced. As one interviewee at an Asylum Unit at 

the SMA explained: 

I recognize this from when I was a caseworker or a decisionmaker, and I defi-

nitely think that it is still spoken about in this way in that group still: that there 

are certain nationalities, definitely, that one might see as more likely to abscond, 

just like the SMA speaks about nationalities that have a higher frequency of 

receiving negative decisions. So, in the same sense, one has identified that there 

are certain nationalities or groups where the risk of absconding is higher, simply 

put. And also that, yeah, it’s kind of a bit…the caseworkers take it a bit differ-

ently depending on who it is. Is it a person or a seeker [meaning asylum-seeker] 

that is within that group that one might expect that an abscondment might hap-

pen in a different way, then it gets handled more routine-like. But…we had an 

example here at the unit a while ago, a stateless woman with…children who 

absconded, and we can’t really see the reason behind why that would happen, 

and there I know that the caseworkers went along with it and were present in 

assessing that yes, she is gone, but [that they] experienced not knowing where 

this person was as pretty difficult.666 

 

                                                      
664 Interview E21. 
665 See, e.g.: Interview E02 and E10.  
666 Interview E22.  
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Although this is often criticized by interviewees, its entrenchment in the 

everyday bureaucratic corridors is still acknowledged.667 As one employee 

working as an expert with the SMA explained in their interview, “[y]ou know 

before the interview who will disappear.”668 As explained in the excerpt 

above, the discourses produced inevitably leak into and penetrate practices, 

and to a certain extent, how missingness is governed, especially concerning 

its potentiality.669 When interviewing an employee at an Application Unit at 

the SMA, the interviewee explained that there are certain practices enforced 

at the unit related to the mapping of nationalities that are meant to reduce the 

potentiality of disappearances. Adult asylum-seekers with specific nationali-

ties are called to their asylum interviews straight away, bypassing the initial 

introductory interview. These nationalities are overrepresented in the statistics 

on those who receive predominantly negative decisions on their asylum 

claims. It is commonly assumed that they are “unserious” in their claims, only 

registering their visit to Sweden as an asylum-seeker to be exempted from the 

obligation of having a work permit. By providing them with a date for their 

asylum interview upon arrival, as opposed to later in the process, the employee 

explained that there is less of a chance that “…the paper will disappear, take 

too long until it reaches the asylum-seeker [when sent in the mail], and that 

they therefore do not show up to their asylum interview.” The employee also 

added that this practice entails that “[y]ou can make a decision pretty quickly 

in these cases.”670  

Another interviewee working with what is called the return process at the 

SMA explained that, when interviews are booked with asylum-seekers in or-

der to explain the conditions of return once they have received a negative de-

cision on their claims, disappearances are also expected. The interviewee ex-

plicated, “…we don’t book individual rooms and meeting times for everyone. 

We will call eight people to one occasion, eight people to the next occasion 

and eight to the next one, and depending on how many people show up, we 

have caseworkers who can hold those meetings. So we’re talking: if we call 

sixty people, twenty to thirty can abscond.”671 The interviewee described that 

this practice came about as a result of the “reality” of the situation, as the SMA 

cannot afford to call people to individual meetings when there are clear pat-

terns of potential abscondment in some cases. The interviewee explained that, 

in their opinion, these patterns include not having shown up to meetings pre-

viously or often cancelling meetings, having registered a P.O. box address, 

and patterns of abscondment related to specific nationalities.672 From my own 

                                                      
667 Interview E16.  
668 Interview E01.  
669 See, e.g.: Interview E01, E09, E17, and E22. 
670 Interview E17. 
671 Interview E09.  
672 Ibid. 
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experience of working with asylum interviews, the same procedure was, dur-

ing certain periods, in place for their actual asylum interviews. They were at 

times over-booked, as mentioned above, based on the assumption that indi-

viduals with specific nationalities would potentially abscond in relation to the 

interview. 

Although one can presume that the SMA has a financial incentive in the 

creation and mapping of a collective based on nationality that predetermines 

future potentialities, thereby bypassing the normal routines for processing asy-

lum claims, one can also wonder how this affects how caseworkers individu-

ally relate to these cases if they are already pre-determined as potentially miss-

ing. Sweden is, for example, one of the EU countries that claims to not have 

an official “safe country of origin list” due to the principle that all cases are to 

be managed on an individual level rather than collectively based on country 

of origin.673 Despite not ascribing to an official list, the mapping of so-called 

trends due to nationalities and its production into “statistical knowledge” af-

fect practices, as the adult asylum-seeker and the seriousness of their asylum 

claims are thus, to a certain extent, pre-determined. Although the sovereign 

logic can be disrupted – as on some occasions, more asylum-seekers will show 

up to these over-booked meetings than expected, and at other times, fewer will 

show up than expected – the SMA has shaped an overall practice in which the 

institution can attempt to financially save resources by accounting for the in-

evitability of missingness. The system adjusts to its potentiality, as “…risk has 

become a fluid concept that refers to techniques of making future events 

knowable so that they can be acted upon in today’s decisions.” 674 It thereby 

capitalizes on the creation of the potential missing subject. As will continue 

to be examined in the next section, the creation of the potential missing subject 

is often associated, by state employees, with specific nationalities.    

 

6.10 The pre-determined missing subject: Moroccan 

unaccompanied minors  

When it comes to unaccompanied minors, technologies of biopower aimed at 

managing populations do not always appear to have an interest in managing 

all unaccompanied minors. The association of some unaccompanied minors 

with a collective identity (often related to specific nationalities) was also por-

trayed as a pre-determinant of disappearing. Unaccompanied minors in gen-

eral, as an imagined collective group, were portrayed by two interviewees as 

partaking in mobility patterns that were unheard of compared to the mobility 

                                                      
673 European Commission (no date). 
674 Huysmans 2014, 102.   
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patterns of minors with Swedish citizenship,675 with one interviewee describ-

ing some unaccompanied minors as choosing to live a “vagabond life.”676 Not 

only is a specific knowledge/power production at play when actions of indi-

viduals are interpreted and mapped, in order to then be associated with collec-

tive identities, but missingness risks being portrayed as a consequence of a 

“hyper-mobility” (subsequently contributing to the exotification of asylum-

seekers as nomadic), rather than being a consequence of the asylum regime 

and its exclusionary logics. Portraying unaccompanied minors as an inher-

ently hyper-mobile group neglects how mobilities are utilized as techniques 

of governance, as “migrants’ movements are controlled, disrupted and di-

verted not (only) through detention and immobility but by generating effects 

of containment keeping migrants on the move and forcing them to engage in 

convoluted geography.”677 Instead, the mobility patterns of unaccompanied 

minors are portrayed as a disruption to the asylum regime, rather than as a 

consequence of it. As will be examined in this section, in the interviews con-

ducted for this thesis, this disruption to the system was, at times, associated 

with missing unaccompanied minors from Morocco.   

According to SMA statistics, in 2018678 and 2019,679 for example, Moroc-

can was the second nationality, after Syrian, represented for most asylum ap-

plications by unaccompanied minors. For two interviewees at the SMA, Mo-

roccan children, albeit often described as a collective group, were a group that 

was specifically at risk for human trafficking, and their disappearances should 

be taken seriously.680 Yet, although discourses representing them as a group 

at risk and therefore in need of protection by the Swedish state were indeed 

produced by interviewees,681 they were also portrayed by other interviewees682 

as a group that embodied risky and deviant behavior. In an interview with a 

police officer in contact with many missing unaccompanied minors, the inter-

viewee reported that, despite always conducting a risk analysis when a minor 

disappears, they experienced a different discourse when it came to North Af-

rican children, as “…it is very common that you abscond if you’re unaccom-

panied [meaning an unaccompanied minor] from North Africa. It has kind of 

become like, “Oh well, he’ll go missing again.” There’s a fatigue in the sys-

tem, not just at the police, but I experience it at the social services, with ap-

pointed guardians, the Migration Agency, their accommodation [facility]. 

                                                      
675 Interview E06 and E08.  
676 Interview E27. 
677 Tazzioli 2019a, 1; Similarly to this, Bigo argues that “[l]ogics of passage and mobility are 

stronger than logics of containment.” See: Bigo 2014, 213. 
678 Migrationsverket 2019. 
679 Migrationsverket 2020a.  
680 Interview E02 and E16.  
681 Interview E02, E14, and E16 
682 Interview E12, E27, and E28.  
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Everyone’s just like “yeah, yeah, yeah.””683 This fatigue that the police officer 

experienced within the system in relation to North African children is not in-

separable from the overall Swedish narrative within the media, state institu-

tions, and politicians that refers to Moroccan children as “street children” (in 

Swedish: gatubarn). Unaccompanied minors from Morocco are often as-

sumed to have lived on the streets/outside the system in Morocco, and prior to 

reaching Sweden.684 As one interviewee employed at the social services and 

previously employed at an accommodation facility explained in relation to 

their experience of disappearing Moroccans, “…they’re like street children. 

They don’t want contact [with you] and you notice that. It’s difficult to get 

contact with them and I think that they’ve already decided before they come 

then.”685   

Inseparable from colonial logics686 that depict a racialized and feral “child 

belonging to the streets,” these children were often depicted by the interview-

ees as ungovernable and pre-determined and pre-destined to disappear. When 

an interviewee with a leadership position within the social services was asked 

whether they had experienced increased attention being paid to missing unac-

companied minors since the “refugee crisis,” they replied: 

[y]es, it was much more common then. But I also think that it was another type 

of unaccompanied [minor]. I think that before, so many more teenagers came 

who wanted, how should I put it: “I want a better life, I want to have an oppor-

tunity to get an education in a safer society where there isn’t war and there is a 

better future.” Of course, they still exist, without a doubt, they are the majority. 

But another group has been added to this. There are these teenagers who have 

grown up in tougher environments, been involved in criminality, drugs, for very 

many years. I mean, understand me correctly, but more luxury-seekers. You 

understand? “I’ll travel around and find a…a world or opportunity that gives 

me something for the moment, but I won’t think too much about living there or 

educating myself.”687 

 

This distinction between unaccompanied minors as the “serious asylum-

seeker fleeing from war” versus the “deviant luxury-seeker” was reproduced 

when the interviewees compared Moroccan unaccompanied minors to another 

group categorized by nationality: the Afghani unaccompanied minors. Re-

gardless of whether the interviewee believed that human trafficking was or 

was not to blame, unaccompanied minors from Morocco were described as 

not actually being interested in applying for asylum in Sweden.688 After an 

                                                      
683 Interview E14. 
684 See, e.g.: Björklund 2015. 
685 The interviewee, however, explains later on in the interview that they do not think that all 

Moroccans are “the same.” See: Interview E12. 
686 See, e.g.: Rollo 2018.   
687 Interview E27. 
688 Interview E14 and E28.  
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interviewee within the police was asked whether they had experienced the 

same fatigue within the system that they had described for North African chil-

dren, with Afghani children, they replied:  

 [n]o, there they don’t disappear and abscond to the same degree, because when 

it becomes relevant [to abscond], it’s at the end of the process when they’ve 

received their negative decisions or their age has been written up. Other-

wise…they come here with a tremendous confidence and hope in building their 

lives here in Sweden. They are extremely good at learning Swedish… [have] 

been here for three months and can almost have a conversation. I still get sur-

prised almost every day that they are so good at the language and that they’re 

really here to create a life, compared to the Moroccans, who know, “I won’t be 

allowed to stay, there’s no basis for asylum. I have one, two, three, four, five 

years in the asylum process, but then I won’t be allowed to stay” like. It shines 

through so clearly when there are two guys: both have been here for six months, 

one goes to school and knows the language, while the other doesn’t speak a 

word of Swedish. There’s something wrong then. Why have you not gone to 

school when you’re a child, and why have you not learned any of the lan-

guage?689  

 

Although this police officer hints at this being an issue deriving from some-

thing more systemic when compared to the “luxury-seekers” reference, as a 

collective group, assumed temporal pasts govern future potentialities.690  

The mapping of behaviors and assumed reasons for seeking asylum con-

tribute to the production of a specific knowledge in which asylum-seekers are 

not only portrayed through collective groups of nationalities, but these groups 

are subsequently put into a dichotomy of the “serious, traditional and govern-

able asylum-seeker” versus the “unserious, deviant, and ungovernable asy-

lum-seeker,” in which one can pre-determine and thereby plan for this missing 

subject. Afghani children, also depicted as a collective group, were repre-

sented by a handful of interviewees as those who learn the Swedish language, 

go to school, are ambitious, believe in the idea of a better future as “provided” 

by Sweden, and are disappointed when they receive a negative decision.691 It 

is surprising for certain interviewees when they disappear, as it clashes with 

the idea of them as both “calm” and “lovely.”692 Moroccan children are por-

trayed using the opposite connotations. As one social worker explained:  

…[s]ome we know, like North Africans, that they don’t want to be in Norrland 

[the northern region of Sweden], they’re going to abscond, we already know 

that. But we explain, “This is the way it is, you’re not going to get help. You 

                                                      
689 Interview E14. 
690 See, e.g.: Amoore 2013.  
691 Interview E12, E14, E16, and E28.  
692 Interview E03 and E12.  
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have to stay in your municipality.” And we have to say that 5000 times so that 

they’ll understand, but they’re still going to abscond and come back.693 

 

The production of the Moroccan unaccompanied minor as a pre-determined 

missing subject creates a fatigue in the system, allowing them to escape the 

gaze of the state institutions, thereby destabilizing the notion of the state as a 

protector of all children. The portrayal of their pre-written temporal and spa-

tial past through the labelling of “street children,” entails a group that has al-

ready disrupted the logic of a system and can be sacrificed within this system 

as well. As will be examined in Chapter 7, the pastoral power often found 

operating in relation to unaccompanied minors, thereby, turns into a pastoral 

hunt in which the sacrifice of the few (i.e., Moroccan unaccompanied minors) 

is used to protect the whole (unaccompanied minors deemed governable).694 

They are “managed” in a sense through their depiction as ungovernable, as the 

vulnerabilities that they encounter are not necessarily framed by interviewees 

in relation to an asylum regime that does not only pre-determine them as a 

missing subject, but that also never really accepts them as an asylum-seeking 

subject to begin with. Moroccan unaccompanied minors have become hyper-

visible through their invisibility. As with certain adult asylum-seekers, their 

disappearances are, to a certain extent, pre-determined and thus, planned for. 

In this sense, the idea of the missing subject is controlled, rather than the miss-

ing subject itself.  

 

6.11 Conclusion  

This chapter examined how missingness and governance relate to each other 

through different technologies of power as control. The state employees inter-

viewed in this thesis often produced discourses of control in their interviews. 

Consequently, this chapter found that missingness is governed through tech-

nologies of disciplinary power and biopower. Even though a majority of the 

migration literature equates missing people/the disappeared with death, Chris-

tina Oelgemöller states, “…there is a technology to deal with the living and 

with the dead; the disappeared stay outside of the possibility of control.”695 

However, as this chapter has shown, the disappeared can, at times, stay within 

a possibility of control, or at least state employees within institutions such as 

the SMA hope that they can control missingness from occurring to begin with. 

In comparison to the bureaucratization of the missing subject in Chapter 5, 

this chapter shows that the actuality of how missingness is governed reflects 

                                                      
693 Interview E03. 
694 For more on so-called pastoral hunts, see, e.g.: Chamayou 2012, 20-22. 
695 Oelgemöller 2017, 33.  
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the messiness of the social world, despite this control. There appears to be no 

single way of governing missingness, confirming that state employees do in-

deed struggle to both control and manage the uncertainty, complexity, and 

ambiguity of missingness.  

Although this chapter has shown that the detention center is the site where 

the physicality of the individual is controlled and made visible to the greatest 

extent possible within the Swedish asylum regime through technologies such 

as disciplinary power and biopower, it has also shown that the idea of the 

missing subject is often controlled rather than the physicality of the missing 

subject itself. Different technologies of power as control are often at the fore-

front of preventing the potentiality of missingness, either through controlling 

access to information or through surveillance routines at state-provided ac-

commodation facilities. By examining the right to private accommodation for 

adult asylum-seekers, a more lenient form of control emerges, as the SMA 

appears to only beckon adult asylum-seekers into physical visibility when it is 

deemed relevant for the processing of their cases. As the interviewees proudly 

explained, invisibility can occur between these performative acts of physical 

visibility, as long as adult asylum-seekers are somehow able to receive infor-

mation at their registered address. Thus, in between these calls for physical 

visibility, the asylum-seekers’ whereabouts are irrelevant for the SMA, as 

their digital identity has already been incorporated within the system, enabling 

conceptual visibility within the gaze of state institutions.  

If the “trust” to self-govern is broken (i.e., the adult asylum-seeking subject 

becomes or is expected to become a missing subject despite these “preven-

tion” attempts), the most extreme form of visibility is enacted: the detention 

center, where self-governance quickly morphs into regulatory/punitive state 

governance. Yet in comparison to this manifestation of coercive control, this 

chapter also investigated how the SMA controls missingness by allowing it, 

to a certain extent, to occur. Thus, missingness is also governed by the fact 

that it cannot always be controlled and is sometimes (in)directly facilitated 

through the practices of state employees. By planning for its future potential-

ity, the institution has capitalized on resources that may have otherwise been 

over-spent. The SMA also allows for the occurrence of missingness through 

the sacrifice of those produced as missing or ungovernable to begin with, en-

abling the overall machinery to continue to carry on functioning in relation to 

bureaucratic logics of governance organized around the dichotomy of pres-

ence and absence. Hence, the state, as reproduced through the eyes of state 

employees, monopolizes not only on control, but even on “non-control.” The 

following chapter, however, will continue to explore different technologies of 

power regarding the governance of missingness, but with a specific focus on 

technologies of power that are embedded within and operate through dis-

courses of care, as is often the case when speaking of unaccompanied minors. 
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7. Power as Care 

The previous chapter examined how missingness is governed through differ-

ent technologies of power as control, in particular disciplinary power and bi-

opower. This chapter further examines how missingness and governance re-

late to each other by looking at how missingness is also governed through 

different technologies of power as care, in particular pastoral power. In this 

chapter, state employees continue to reflect on and attempt to control the un-

certainty, complexity, and ambiguity that missingness entails. Discourses of 

care often present themselves in relation to interviews about unaccompanied 

minors who could potentially go missing or are missing. Yet, by examining 

discourses of care surrounding missing unaccompanied minors in particular, 

this chapter also finds that care and control are often intertwined. Care is, after 

all, “…deemed to lie at the heart of modern practices of governmentality.”696 

Hence, where technologies of pastoral power are found operating, it is not 

uncommon to find technologies of biopower as well, resulting in what Emma 

McCluskey might refer to as a “caring biopolitics.”697 This chapter finds that, 

once again, state employees struggle to deal with the inbetweeness that miss-

ingness can entail, as state employees reflect on their own roles as governing 

subjects.   

Section 7.1 begins by outlining how discourses of care are often produced 

in relation to unaccompanied minors and the potential trafficked missing sub-

ject, as the state and, thereby, state institutions are portrayed as their “safe-

guarder.” There is thus an emphasis on keeping asylum-seekers within the sys-

tem, in order to prevent them from vulnerabilities existing outside the system. 

Section 7.2 continues to examine the way in which the system is portrayed, 

through discourses of care, as something that the asylum-seeker is expected to 

want to stay within rather than choosing to go missing. The “Swedish Dream” 

is assumed by state employees – a dream in which the Swedish system is too 

good to want to leave. Section 7.3 examines how the disappearances of unac-

companied minors are expected to be prevented through social relations to 

state employees. These relations were described by some interviewees through 

discourses related to motherhood. When unaccompanied minors do in fact dis-

appear, however, some state employees emphasize the need to physically find 

the missing subject to (re)incorporate them back into the system, once again 

                                                      
696 Johnson et al. 2020, 279. 
697 McCluskey 2019, 69. 
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emphasizing the importance of social relations. Section 7.4 examines how the 

idea that state institutions must prevent missingness is resisted, as some state 

employees embrace the inbetweeness of missingness by keeping in touch with 

missing subjects or treating missingness as an act of resistance against the 

SMA. Section 7.5 concludes with an analysis of how interviewees have at-

tempted to relate to the idea of the missing subject in general, often through 

expressions of empathy and sympathy, despite their own role within the sys-

tem itself.  

 

7.1 Care portrayed as the safeguarding of children  

The idea of the child as both vulnerable and in need of protection has pene-

trated the Swedish discourse on the child since the beginning of the past cen-

tury. It is often associated with the construction of a strong Swedish welfare 

state in the 1930s, which portrays the state as the guarantor of children’s wel-

fare.698 The Swedish state is, thereby, expected to fulfill the role as the safe-

guarder of children, as performed through specific legislation. On January 1, 

2020, for example, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child officially 

entered into force and became Swedish law.699 Hence, it can be expected that 

this discourse of the Swedish state as a safeguarder of children has permeated 

the way in which missingness is governed, depending on whether or not the 

missing subject is, or is expected to be, an unaccompanied minor versus an 

adult. When asked whether there is a difference in the way that cases are han-

dled depending on whether an unaccompanied minor goes missing or an adult 

goes missing, one employee at the SMA explained:  

I mean, it always hurts much more when a child goes missing because it’s a 

child, and you think…now I still have to relate to maybe an Afghani boy that 

has never in his life really been outside his home village. He goes to Sweden, 

and what does he do? How will he make it? Straight away I come to think of 

the station [meaning the train station], heroin…that’s the first thing I think of, 

because it’s very often associated with this, and there’s been a lot of heroin use. 

Yeah, it probably hurts a lot more. I think that an adult is able to handle it much 

better, that probably makes a bit of a difference for me.700   

 

This interviewee equates an unaccompanied minor going missing, and the pre-

carity this could entail, with a personalized feeling of hurt. According to the 

interviewees, drug use, ending up in criminal networks, human trafficking, as 

well as other forms of sexual and economic exploitation are risks that are often 
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700 Interview E24.  
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associated with being a missing subject as an unaccompanied minor, thereby 

evoking feelings of concern.701  

As one interviewee working with missing unaccompanied minors for the 

region of Stockholm explained, “[t]here is a parallel society that many are 

talking about. It’s growing and becoming bigger, and it grows even stronger 

if we don’t do anything. So these are the consequences that society is facing 

if we don’t take these things seriously.”702 What occurs outside the system is 

often referred to in Swedish as skuggsamhället, which directly translates to 

“shadow society,” or by some interviewees as a parallel society, a site where 

invisibility thrives. In this way, vulnerability is often portrayed as something 

that is creeping in the shadows outside the asylum-seeking system, rather than 

being produced by the system itself, enforcing the idea that if missingness can 

be prevented, the child will be less vulnerable.703 Hence, as examined in the 

previous chapter, we find the idea that social relations established at the hous-

ing facilities and through meetings between social workers and unaccompa-

nied minors, centered on making the unaccompanied minor feel visible, are 

meant to keep them physically visible within the system, where they can be 

protected (i.e., governed).  

The state’s role (and thereby the state employee’s role) in protecting asy-

lum-seekers from becoming missing subjects was predominantly made visible 

when interviewees spoke about the explicit risks of human trafficking, for both 

adults and unaccompanied minors. For example, one interviewee working at 

the Return Unit at the SMA explained in their interview that there are different 

groups that are at risk of being trafficked, whether they are adults or unaccom-

panied minors. When asked to elaborate, the interviewee illustrated that: 

 [i]t’s more based on experience, what one knows about sexual exploitation but 

also other [types of exploitation]…what common background these affected 

people share. There are certain regions, maybe West Africa, but also as I’ve 

understood it, Eastern Europe, maybe not for sexual exploitation but more ex-

ploitation in the workplace. Age, educational background, gender…and the ad-

dress that one registers in Sweden is also an indicator, as there are many ad-

dresses that are suspicious within these contexts. When a person maybe ab-

sconds before the process is finished, it doesn’t have to mean anything, it could 

be anything, but if there’s a lot of these things then we should be awake and 

maybe not just register the person as absconded, but even raise the issue that it 

could involve human trafficking.704 

 

Being “conscious” of different dynamics of identity interacting and being as-

sembled into patterns or trends was also echoed by another interviewee with 

                                                      
701 Interview E07, E14, E16, E17, and E24. 
702 Interview E07.  
703 See, e.g.: Humphris and Sigona 2019.  
704 Interview E16. 
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many years of experience working at different units at the SMA. The inter-

viewee explained that after asylum-seekers abscond, they will sometimes 

physically reappear at an SMA unit, often when they are allowed to, according 

to the law, seek asylum again. When asked what employees do when this hap-

pens and if employees ask questions, the interviewee replied:  

Interviewee: Yes, of course we do. The agency is very aware of [this]. Even if 

the person isn’t here, even if the person is residing in the country illegally, it’s 

in the agency’s interest to make sure that the person hasn’t been exploited and 

that’s very important. I feel that the SMA has tried to map out what the person 

has done, partly to protect the person but even to hold perpetrators accountable 

and to report if the person has been exploited or yeah…yeah, exactly. We try to 

ask where the person has been and how they have provided for themselves, in 

order to paint a picture of that time. It’s a pretty long time, four years is a very 

long time.  

 

Interviewer: Is that something that you are taught to do? Like when you worked 

as a caseworker, I imagine that that’s when you had these types of interviews, 

is it something that you’ve been taught and that’s why you ask these questions 

or is it something that is assumed? 

 

Interviewee: …We do it for the seeker [meaning asylum-seeker], for the cus-

tomer’s best interest, and not because we’re interested in what the person has 

been up to. I also think that, as an agency, it’s our duty to document what trends 

there are related to people absconding. We have a duty to document, I’m guess-

ing, as a state agency, not just to make decisions related to asylum applications, 

but even to document what trends exist, how and what happens when a person, 

in the language of the law, absconds to avoid deportation.  

 

Interviewer: Yes, why do you think that it’s important, do you think, to docu-

ment trends and such? 

 

Interviewee: But as I said, from a human perspective I find it natural to…even 

if the person doesn’t have a legal status here in Sweden, it’s in the state’s inter-

est to see that people that are in this country don’t get exploited, and if that 

happens, other processes get put into gear. It can be a question of human traf-

ficking for example, and if we don’t ask these questions, then we’re not engag-

ing with people who have experience from this time and the question falls 

through the cracks… SMA is not just an agency that, that monitors laws, Swe-

den’s laws, but tries to look after the individual, the customer’s interest. I know 

it sounds like I’m still employed there, but that’s actually what I’ve learned 

there and what I am assuming, to apply the law based on what’s best for the 

customer, not the other way around.705 
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In the excerpt above, a neo-liberal model is laid out in which the asylum-

seeker is the customer and the customer’s interest is to be protected from ex-

ploitation, a service provided by state institutions such as the SMA. Yet ac-

cording to these two interviewees, the SMA has another role as well: to be 

aware of trends and patterns that can lead to someone becoming a potential 

(trafficked/exploited) missing subject, and to retroactively map and document 

these trends and patterns. As Claudia Aradau explains “[v]ictims of trafficking 

cannot remain pure presence; their risk identity needs to be specified for the 

purposes of preventing human trafficking. Thus, the governance of human 

trafficking relies on technologies of delimiting and categorizing ‘high risk’ 

groups, groups which are at risk of being trafficked.”706 Specific knowledge is 

thereby produced based on the assemblage of this information by state em-

ployees at the SMA, as to who is at risk of being exploited and disappearing, 

and what happens when and if this occurs. The potential missing subject, this 

time in need of protection, is thereby once again produced by state employees, 

and the mapping and documentation of ‘high risk’ trends and patterns are 

meant to prevent the governable subject from becoming ungovernable. 

This section shows that the state is, through state employees, framed as the 

safeguarder not only of children (however, apparently not all children as ex-

amined in Chapter 6),707 but also of human trafficking victims/survivors. Both 

are deemed worthy of protection from the vulnerabilities seen as occurring 

outside the system, and thereby worthy of being kept within the system, for 

the time being.  The protected versus protector discourse produced by the in-

terviewees can be understood through a pastoral power lens, as it advocates 

for “…the wellbeing and moral propriety of both individuals and communities 

simultaneously…”708 According to this discourse, not only is the individual 

deemed worthy of protection potentially protected, but society is simultane-

ously protected against the flourishing growth of an invisible and ungoverna-

ble parallel society. What we find is the tip of the iceberg of a reoccurring 

trend in this chapter itself: how missingness is governed through a care and 

control paradox, or through “… a caring biopolitics.”709 Not only are those 

deemed to be innocent (i.e., worthy of help) demarcated from those deemed 

to be guilty (i.e., less worthy of help),710 but those demarcated as vulnerable 

are also biopolitically regulated through the assemblage and documentation of 

patterns and trends. Technologies of power as control in the form of biopower 

                                                      
706 Aradau 2004, 269. 
707 Through what can be described as pastoral hunts, Chapter 6 examined how Moroccan unac-

companied minors were described by interviewees as pre-determined to go missing. This con-

tributed to a discourse in which they were deemed to be ungovernable, and thereby sacrificial 

within the system.  
708 Martin and Waring 2018, 1293. 
709 McCluskey 2019, 69. 
710 Ticktin 2015. 
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(i.e., mapping, labelling, governing temporal pasts, and predicting future po-

tentialities) are thereby merged with technologies of power as care in the form 

of pastoral power (i.e., attempting to minimize exploitation for both the indi-

vidual and within society). As Michel Foucault reminds us, “…pastoral power 

is a power of care”711 but that care does not exclude manifestations of con-

trol.712  

 

7.2 Care portrayed through the image of the Swedish 

Dream  

As the previous section focused on discourses surrounding safeguarding un-

accompanied minors and potential (trafficked) missing subjects from vulner-

abilities portrayed as occurring outside the system, this section will focus on 

how that system itself is portrayed as something that the asylum-seeking sub-

ject is expected to want to stay within. Being incorporated into and keeping 

physically visible within the system when this is asked of one is, according to 

many interviewees, what provides the asylum-seeker with a safety net, regard-

less of what decision they have received in their asylum case. As will be ex-

amined in this section, a binary opposition is created in which, on the one 

hand, there is the generous Swedish welfare state where something that I call 

the “Swedish Dream” is portrayed as possible (the social democratic version 

of the American Dream); and on the other hand, there is a parallel society: an 

ungovernable sphere where the missing subject is potentially devoured by 

dark forces. Yet the notion that an unaccompanied minor would choose (rather 

than be forced by, e.g., human traffickers) to leave the system in order to enter 

this ungovernable sphere can leave interviewees feeling conflicted. Instead, 

there is an expectation that unaccompanied minors would hope to be a part of 

this system, which is portrayed as generous. 

During one interview with a state employee with a leadership position 

within the social services, the following was explained: 

Interviewer: And just to return to something you said, that social services has a 

responsibility in preventing that children abscond, establishing a point of refer-

ence, a relationship with the children or teenagers, giving them some sort of 

hope, can you elaborate on what you mean by some sort of hope?  

 

Interviewee: We spoke like this a lot, “Okay, you don’t know whether you’re 

going to be allowed to stay in Sweden, it’s a difficult process that you’re going 

through. You don’t know if you’ll be able to get your family here, there’s a lot 

of uncertainty. Make the best of the time that you have here. You’re allowed to 
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go to school, you get to live well…you get support, make the best of this time.” 

That’s giving them hope. “Even if you have to return [to another country], 

you’ve had a good time here in Sweden. You’ve been able to learn a lot from 

this.” I believe that that’s how we spoke a lot. To still give them hope. We don’t 

know what your future will be. But not like this, not like “We hope that you get 

to stay,” but more like, “Make the best of it.”713  

 

The Swedish state is thereby portrayed as caring, as it allows the unaccompa-

nied minor to go to school, to live well (unspecified what this entails), and to 

receive support. According to this excerpt, the unaccompanied minor is ex-

pected to be hopeful and “make the best of their time here” by actively taking 

part in the generosities that are on offer. This entails staying physically visible 

within the system when it is asked of them and having a “good time” (while 

seeking protection within a state), until it is decided whether the unaccompa-

nied minor can continue to stay within the system (i.e., be granted asylum) or 

will be expelled from the system (i.e., be granted a deportation order).  

Another interviewee with a leadership position within the social services 

also spoke of the role of giving unaccompanied minors hope, in order to pre-

vent them from going missing, stating:  

I know that we once had a teenager who was really really not doing well and 

one of the staff members from his accommodation center came with him, and 

at this point he was very very depressed, actually suicidal. Just then we spoke 

about this, the rejection [that he had received in relation to his asylum claims], 

and then the staff member said, “You’ve only received two rejections? Then 

you’ve got one more chance left. You have to look at that.” It was so nice. It 

becomes like a little little glimmer of hope. And that the teenagers also feel like 

these are people that know and can follow up…714 

 

Not only is the unaccompanied minor expected to stay physically visible 

within the system when it is asked of them, and to partake in a specific type 

of lifestyle such as that promoted by the first interviewee, but the unaccompa-

nied minor is, according to this excerpt, also expected to trust the system 

through the appeal process rather than going missing. Again, according to 

these two interviewees, when it comes to unaccompanied minors, in these in-

stances, state employees attempt to govern missingness by promoting the sys-

tem itself as a safety net that is to be both appreciated and trusted. Once again, 

vulnerabilities are indirectly described as something produced elsewhere, ra-

ther than produced by the system itself. In a pastoral sense, these social ser-

vices workers describe their role as defining what hope is and instilling it 

within the unaccompanied minors. A pastoral power thereby emerges that 
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“…takes the form of guiding, shaping, leading, [and] conducting hu-

mans…”715 

It is through these technologies of pastoral power that we begin to also see 

manifestations of the Swedish Dream. This implies that as long as the system 

regards you as belonging to it, it will care and provide for you. For example, 

one employee at the SMA explained the following when asked why the SMA 

regards it as important that children do not abscond: 

Interviewee: Why it’s important that a child doesn’t abscond?...Because, I be-

lieve, that they are already coming from relationships that are horrible as they 

are…I just think that we should take care of them, specifically children. Like I 

said, a lot of our BUV [the Swedish abbreviation for “child without a guard-

ian”] cases that we had were 80% Afghans. Sexual exploitation, incredibly 

common. It makes me frustrated. We can’t let a person like that abscond and 

go and sell their body. That’s happened. There was a person who came to me 

during our interview about returning [to another country] and explained that he 

had like…yeah, gotten 100 SEK [Swedish crowns] an hour, I mean 100 SEK? 

Do you understand? Like, this is Sweden. It’s impossible to draw the connec-

tion. It becomes…no…how the hell can you otherwise integrate them into so-

ciety? You have to start somewhere, even if they have to leave the country or 

not. They have to get into a different way of life, get away from sexual exploi-

tation, heroin, and everything else that was in their home country, because if 

they have to return to their home country, then at least you’ve done something 

useful. They’ve learned that you can actually live normally, like what we think 

is normal.  

 

Interviewer: So due to enormous vulnerability?  

 

Interviewee: Yes, they bring something with them I think, which makes them 

open their eyes, keep fighting to leave [meaning their home country if they’ve 

been deported back there] by other means, and to return to Europe but legally. 

When you open your eyes, it’s not only about receiving asylum-seekers and 

making sure that they get residency. You have to do something. School, force 

them to go to school. You have to learn here, you have to learn the lan-

guage…then you’ve gotten to learn a new language. How bad can that be?716 

 

According to this interviewee, unaccompanied minors are to be taken care of, 

and protected against the vulnerabilities produced elsewhere, with elsewhere 

meaning either an ungovernable parallel society or another country that is not 

Sweden717. In Sweden, however, the Swedish Dream is produced – a dream 

that sells itself as creating a “normal” life for the unaccompanied minor, 
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image of a Sweden where everyone is granted asylum, and that it was thus important to portray 
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thereby continuing to give them hope for the future, regardless of the outcome 

of their asylum case. McCluskey refers to this type of moral exceptionalism 

in Sweden as the “governmentality of righteousness,” as it produces a specific 

type of subjectivity that becomes governable, as refugees are portrayed “…as 

recipients of the benevolence of the good Swedes…”718 Missingness is once 

again governed through a care and control paradox. Technologies of power as 

care, in the form of pastoral power, describe a system produced as “fundamen-

tally beneficent”719 for the unaccompanied minor to stay within, while tech-

nologies of power as control, in the form of biopower, regulate the inclusion 

of life within this system, until a conclusion is made as to whether or not this 

life can continue to be included or will be expelled. According to this logic, 

the system appears to want to decide when the asylum-seeking subject be-

comes a missing subject (read: missing from Sweden), although, as will be 

examined later in this chapter, some state employees resist this logic.   

 

7.3 Care portrayed through the image of the maternal 

social worker 

The way in which this system functions, however, does not automatically en-

tail that it is a system devoid of emotions. The system that is portrayed as 

something that the asylum-seeking subject is expected to want to stay within 

is produced, upheld, and keeps churning through the practices of individual 

state employees. If the Swedish state is seen as the so-called People’s Home 

(folkhem) or a caring family that provides (i.e., the safeguarder of unaccom-

panied minors and of the potential (trafficked) missing subject), then by way 

of analogy state employees, at times, portray themselves as the governing 

mother within that folkhem. As examined in the previous chapter, regarding 

the governance of missingness in relation to preventing unaccompanied mi-

nors from going missing, an emphasis on social relations is found, in which 

making the unaccompanied minor feel visible is meant to keep them physically 

visible. Hence, disappearances can, according to this logic, be hindered 

through the establishment of relationships that give bureaucracy a “human 

face,” rather than coercive and disciplinary methods that constrain the physi-

cality of the body.720 “Humanizing” the image of the state and thereby state 

institutions can portray social relations as an intrinsic part of the bureaucratic 

machine itself. Some interviewees thereby emphasized these social relations 

                                                      
718 McCluskey 2019, 23 & 103. 
719 Chamayou 2012, 15. 
720 Unless, once again, the unaccompanied minor is detained according to the Care of Young 

Persons Act (LVU). See: Statens institutions styrelse (SiS) 2016. 
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by relating to motherhood and its stereotypical gendered associations with 

nurturing, empathy, concern, and care.  

One social worker, for example, whom I interviewed explained that they 

had an overview of the unaccompanied minors assigned to them at the social 

services, regardless of whether or not they were registered as missing. When 

asked to elaborate on what they meant, they explained:  

Just like with my own children, you want to have an overview of what they’re 

doing. Also, I have a relationship with my clients of course. You see them very 

often. Some are eighteen years old and don’t have an appointed guardian…You 

try to solve problems. These are often teenagers with the same problems as all 

teenagers. I nag like an old mother, and they don’t do what I say. It’s my re-

sponsibility that it works out for them. I can’t put that on them, they’re too 

young for that. But we try to make sure it works as well as possible. I like them. 

They’re almost like one’s own children, when they call and are angry and yell 

and scream and have misunderstood. Sometimes we’ll have “scream meetings” 

because we won’t reach [a conclusion], he’ll refuse and I’ll refuse. But then, at 

the next meeting it’ll be better and we’ll say sorry and move on. It’s not as stiff 

as I can imagine it being at a normal social services unit, because it’s not pos-

sible to have it that way. We have to be much more relational, I think, because 

that’s all that they have. It’s so easy for these boys to end up in the wrong cir-

cles. For example, there are so many criminals who recruit these small ones 

because they’re really good to use for selling and buying and so forth, and if 

they’re supposed to stand up against that, they need to have a relationship with 

someone who says that they shouldn’t. They have to feel that they’re disap-

pointing someone if they go and join this. That might just be the social services. 

The same way that you nag at your own kids and want them to succeed, of 

course these kids should succeed too.721 

 

According to this excerpt, it is the social worker’s individual responsibility to, 

like “an old mother,” govern the unaccompanied minor through guidance and 

protection, through individualizing techniques of pastoral power. Meaningful 

and caring relationships, according to this excerpt entail that the moral obli-

gation of “not disappointing someone” is meant to keep the unaccompanied 

minor visible, at least in the gaze of the social worker. This logic, once again, 

is seen as promoting the wellbeing of both individuals and communities. 

Another interviewee at the SMA reported that families will sometimes go 

missing after having received a negative decision on their asylum claims, but 

will leave one of their children behind for continued processing. This means 

that the child will be perceived by state institutions as abandoned and will 

therefore be processed as an unaccompanied minor rather than as part of a 

family. The interviewee reflected on the situation for children in these types 

of situations in the following way:  

                                                      
721 Interview E11.   
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 [i]t will be okay, anyways, based on if I’m thinking about what the person is 

doing, where he or her is, is it dangerous…I think along these lines. I don’t 

think beyond the Migration Agency’s boundaries, but more like what are you 

doing? Are you getting food? A little like that. More like in this motherly way, 

simply someone who cares, a normal person. How are they doing?722 

 

According to this excerpt, the role of care is thereby “taken over” by the in-

terviewee, at least regarding speculation and concern. Additionally, one inter-

viewee with a leadership position within the social services explained the im-

portance of social workers teaching the unaccompanied minors how to be fi-

nancially responsible, and stated: 

I think, that’s what I do with my own children: “you get all of your student 

loans, you get that, but you have to pay this and that, and I’ll pay for this, and 

you’ll pay for that.” I feel like as a public agency, we have to do the same thing 

with these children…we have to provide them with good conditions, so that 

they become independent young adults.723 

 

In the above excerpts, the responsibility for safeguarding unaccompanied mi-

nors within the system is described as being placed on state employees as in-

dividuals. State employees describe their roles as quite pastoral: guiding the 

unaccompanied minors and providing them with the skills and opportunities 

to lead safe and healthy lives. The act of describing oneself as a mother or 

displaying “motherly” attributes in relation to characteristics stereotypically 

associated with social constructions of femininity or motherhood feed into a 

feminized depiction of the welfare state. The social relations between unac-

companied minors and social workers, in particular, are portrayed as playing 

a formative role in the unaccompanied minors’ lives. Yet they also risk en-

trapping the unaccompanied minor in a continuous state of being, despite the 

unaccompanied minor perhaps already having a family, parents, or meaning-

ful social relationships elsewhere.  

In taking on the role of the “mother,” subjectivities deemed to be vulnerable 

and in need of protection are produced, but “…this move is also cross-cut with 

the presumption of subjects who are able, or are to be capacitated, to mobilize 

for themselves.”724 Past relations are substituted with relations that tie the un-

accompanied minor to the current system, as not having a legal guardian here 

forms the basis for the production of the specific subject referred to as an un-

accompanied minor. The idea of the state biopolitically managing the popula-

tion is reframed through discourses of a mother biopolitically managing a 

child. As Anne McNevin and Antje Missbach explain in their research on mi-

gration and border control, “[o]ur argument should not be taken to suggest that 

                                                      
722 Interview E24. 
723 Interview E27. 
724 Walters 2011, 152. 
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the IOM [International Organization for Migration] or other agencies in-

volved in the provision of care to asylum seekers, refugees and irregular mi-

grants are somehow disingenuous in their efforts to deploy a more humane 

approach…Rather, we make a more subtle point: humanitarianism has been 

integrated into the fabric of migration management.”725 In the case of the ma-

ternal social worker, control and care are once again intertwined when 

“…techniques of individualization are incorporated into the governing of a 

larger population.”726  

When interviewed, one social worker explained that social services 

“…[s]houldn’t let them [meaning the unaccompanied minors] go…that’s the 

only thing that they actually want, they want a relationship to someone and if 

they have that, it becomes a whole different situation than if they don’t have 

anyone.”727 Yet what happens if the unaccompanied minor actually goes miss-

ing, even though the techniques of individualization are aimed at governing 

missingness? A few interviewees emphasized the need to physically find 

them, to bring them back into the sphere of physical visibility in the gaze of 

state institutions, in this way incorporating them back into the system as an 

asylum-seeking subject, rather than a missing subject.728 The act of finding the 

missing unaccompanied minor would often be described through discourses 

of care, with a constant emphasis on the role of social relations between state 

employees and unaccompanied minors. This can be contrasted to when adult 

asylum-seekers go missing, where the emphasis, as examined in Chapter 6, is 

often put on individual responsibility.729 The system is much less forgiving 

when adults are involved, as “finding” an adult missing subject most often 

results in physically detaining them. Thus, four interviewees stated in their 

interviews that unaccompanied minors wanted or needed to be found, and 

therefore needed to feel searched for.730  

According to one state employee working together with social services to 

locate unaccompanied minors who have gone missing: 

                                                      
725 McNevin and Missbach. 2018, 29.  
726 Walters 2012, 22. 
727 Interview E11. 
728 Interview E07, E13, and E14.  
729 One interviewee, however, who had previously worked at an accommodation center, the 

SMA, and social services, described both the missingness of unaccompanied minors and adults 

as “…shameful for Sweden.” They explained that they felt that disappearances were “…a con-

sequence of how we’ve acted. I believe that we’ve been in the wrong. Some person then, it 

doesn’t matter if it’s a staff member at the accommodation center, the SMA, social services, 

they haven’t ‘gathered up’ the individual.” Even here, “gathering up” individuals was described 

through the significance of social relations, as the interviewee explained what they meant: 

“…we all live in one world and we should all take care of each other. We all have, of course, a 

responsibility in that if a person comes to this country, they shouldn’t leave or disappear without 

us knowing why…” See: Interview E10. 
730 Interview E07, E11, E13, and E31. 
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[g]enerally we see a lot of children, regardless of their nationality or group iden-

tification, that are missing from somewhere…my colleague once expressed 

something like, “It’s every child’s bloody right to be searched for,” which I 

really took to heart and I’ve tried to take on that fight, that there is a value in 

searching for a child, regardless of whether they want that or not…there is a 

value in meeting a child that is missing and saying, “Your social worker or 

appointed guardian has called us because they are so worried for you and 

they’re really looking for you.” It sends a signal, and it is much more valuable 

to the child when you’re able to meet them with that approach.731 

 

The interviewee continued and related this to personal reflections:  

[y]ou can really only turn to yourself. If I were to go missing and no one was 

looking for me, that feeling would be one of tremendous loneliness, which I can 

imagine that many of these children feel in general considering that they’re 

away from their families, if they have any. And there is a value in someone 

caring enough that they will have someone look for you.732 

 

The social relations meant to prevent the unaccompanied minor from going 

missing are the same social relations that are meant to make them “come back” 

when found. Finding the missing unaccompanied minor, according to this in-

terviewee, is thus equated with caring for them, “…regardless of whether they 

want that or not…”733 and regardless of their reason for disappearing in the 

first place. Even if the unaccompanied minor may have actively gone missing 

due to vulnerabilities produced by the system itself – for example, if they have 

received a negative decision on their asylum claims – there is still hope in 

(re)inscribing the individual back into the system as no longer missing, as bi-

opower strives to manage the population. Thus, the same logic is reproduced 

in which unaccompanied minors are to be protected from the vulnerabilities 

occurring outside the system by being physically accessible within the system. 

Or as one state employee explained, “[w]e’re working so that you’re always 

in the system, because that’s how you can access resources. We don’t view it 

as positive if you’re outside of society’s reach.”734 Once again, a subject in 

need of protection is produced, and that protection is provided by state insti-

tutions, through the Swedish Dream, (maternal) social relations, and search 

parties.  

The excerpts examined thus continue to augment the way in which the 

missingness of unaccompanied minors, in particular, can be governed through 

                                                      
731 Interview E13.  
732 Ibid.  
733 Ibid.  
734 Ibid.  
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“multi-stranded, tangled social relations and exchanges of care and con-

trol,”735 as pastoral power operates through persuasion.736 Technologies of 

power as control in the form of biopower (i.e., needing to know why someone 

has left the system, “gathering them up” so that they don’t leave to begin with, 

or finding them when they are missing), are balanced with technologies of 

power as care in the form of pastoral power (i.e., promoting wellbeing, alt-

hough state employees define what this wellbeing is supposed to entail for the 

asylum-seeking/missing subject), resulting in a “caring biopolitics.” As this 

section has shown, when the missingness of unaccompanied minors is gov-

erned, depending on the state employees involved in the case, the governance 

of unaccompanied minors does not always end with the governance of con-

ceptual visibility. Physical visibility is prioritized according to the excerpts 

examined in this section and, therefore, by some state employees. As will be 

examined in the following section, the bureaucratization of the missing subject 

is sometimes even resisted.  

 

7.4 Resisting the bureaucratization of the missing subject   

As examined in Chapter 5 in this thesis, in the asylum regime in Sweden, the 

missing subject is produced by state institutions to adhere to ordering logics 

of presence and absence, i.e., subjects are incorporated into the system and 

thereby managed, or subjects are expelled from the system and thereby no 

longer managed. Missing subjects are thereby conceptually made present 

within the system through institutional labelling, despite their physical invisi-

bility, until it is deemed that enough time has passed and their cases are closed. 

This enables state employees to govern the idea of the missing subject, even 

though the missing subject is actually an ambiguous and unstable subject. In 

the previous section, however, interviews with social workers, in particular, 

revealed that, despite opportunities to govern the idea of the missing subject, 

some state employees emphasized the desire to also govern the physicality of 

the missing subject. This is especially the case in relation to unaccompanied 

minors, as there is an emphasis not only on preventing them from going miss-

ing, but also on finding them when they are missing in an effort to physically 

(re)incorporate them back into the gaze of state institutions. However, as will 

be examined in this section, the physical (re)incorporation of the missing un-

accompanied minor back into the gaze of state institutions is not always the 

end goal for all social workers.  

                                                      
735 Constable 2020, 329. 
736 Chamayou 2012, 19-20. 
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Throughout the interviewing process, I noticed pockets of resistance, on 

the part of state employees, to the dichotomy of presence and absence as es-

tablished by ordering logics. Some employees within the social services 

adopted different techniques of governing missingness that would embrace 

the inbetweeness of missingness, thereby resisting dominant logics of bureau-

cracy. This would entail utilizing social relations with the unaccompanied mi-

nor as a mode of resistance to an asylum regime rooted in a rigid legal frame-

work. As explained by some interviewees, it was not unheard of that an unac-

companied minor could be registered as absconding in the eyes of one author-

ity, while another authority would know where the unaccompanied minor was 

physically located, despite this registered status. For example, in certain inter-

views with employees at the social services, social workers expressed that it 

was not unusual for them to keep in touch with missing children,737 despite 

often having no formal responsibility, bureaucratically speaking for the child 

once the case had been closed due to prolonged missingness.738  

As one social worker described: 

[w]e have a legal framework, but you can be pretty flexible within it. It’s clear 

that you close the case after this and that amount of time and after that we’re 

not supposed to get involved in the case anymore. In principle, we’re not sup-

posed to do more than what the law dictates, but of course you can’t do that 

when it comes to a 16-year-old. You need to know what’s happened, if he’s 

alive, why he went missing.739 

 

Knowing what happened could be achieved through practices such as persis-

tently and actively looking for the unaccompanied minor on social media. The 

same social worker explained, “[i]t’s like this, Facebook is, well…yes, it’s 

where you can find out if they’re still alive and that”740, here equating absence 

from the system with the possibility of death. They continued by describing 

the following: 

I was at a lecture held by the county administration a couple of weeks ago, about 

just this: missing and that. Then I also thought, “What? No one really goes 

missing like that.” You still have some sort of overview of almost everyone, 

even the one who returned [to a different country] or the one who returned to 

Afghanistan. I know where almost everyone, not everyone, but almost every-

one, my old or previous boys, where they live, and the girls too. So, yeah, you 

keep in touch somehow. They have my number and they’ve kept it, and they’ll 

call me if something’s up…741 

                                                      
737 Interview E03, E05, E08, E11, and E28.  
738 Interview E05.  
739 Interview E11.  
740 Ibid. 
741 Ibid. 
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In these two excerpts, validation that the unaccompanied minor is alive ap-

pears to be more important than (re)incorporating them back into the system. 

In this sense, the unaccompanied minor is, despite being missing, still gov-

erned through technologies of biopower, as individual social workers are still 

able to “have an overview” and map mobilities, either by reaching out to the 

unaccompanied minors, or by the unaccompanied minors self-governing and 

self-reporting their whereabouts and state of being to their social worker.  

Another social worker echoed a similar sentiment, explaining that they are 

often not worried, as unaccompanied minors who disappear within Sweden 

will always end up getting in touch again, especially when they are in need of 

help.742 In relation to whether their unit uses terms such as absconded or dis-

appeared in their daily activities, this social worker explained: 

…[w]e use the term absconded. I believe that it’s more…I mean, children that 

go missing, that’s a pretty strong concept. They are children that go missing, 

but at the same time, they are in a system…I get children, or teenagers and 

children, that have received a rejection [on their asylum claims], so they go to 

Italy and they’ll call me, but in our system they’re registered as absconded. But 

they’ll call me on Viber on my work phone and say, “We just want to let you 

know that we’re doing well.” Even though they’re absconding, I know that 

they’re often going to make it, because if you’ve fled from Afghanistan, then 

you can’t be missing in Sweden. That’s what I believe, that’s my personal opin-

ion.743 

 

Consequently, individual social workers may sometimes allow for the inbe-

tweeness of missingness to exist, as the physical whereabouts of unaccompa-

nied minors are at times known by social workers, regardless of whether they 

are registered within the system as absconding or have had their cases closed 

due to prolonged missingness. Knowing whether or not the unaccompanied 

minor is alive when social workers are no longer meant to have an interest in 

that particular life can lead to technologies of biopower that push the bounda-

ries of that legal framework. Resistance can thereby be found to what is “ex-

pected” of the social worker within the legal framework, as they are “… not 

supposed to do more than what the law dictates…”744 At the same time, when 

missing unaccompanied minors check in with social workers to self-govern 

and report in their own physical whereabouts despite formal responsibility 

having ended, this could reflect the establishment of social relations between 

pastoral social workers and unaccompanied minors.  

                                                      
742 Interview E03; Please note that this was also reiterated by another social worker, who stated 

that there is often a reason for unaccompanied minors getting in touch with social workers 

again, for example, if they have disappeared to another country and want to return to Sweden. 

See: Interview E31.  
743 Interview E03. 
744 Interview E11.  
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In addition to embracing the inbetweeness of missingness, there were also 

instances described in interviews in which social workers expressed resistance 

to the SMA in particular. In an interview with an employee with a leadership 

position at the social services, the interviewee disagreed with the notion that 

social workers should provide unaccompanied minors with “glimmers of 

hope.” The interviewee found that providing hope to the unaccompanied mi-

nors would mean that social workers would often end up resisting negative 

decisions enforced by the SMA. The interviewee stated that this was common 

at many units within the social services and explained the following: “…I see 

social workers that want to protect the teenagers, and sometimes they want to 

help them by explaining what they should do so they get a more favorable 

decision…The social worker will actively go in with the presumption that ‘this 

is my teenager’…that’s not good either.”745 Two interviewees highlighted that 

there was an underlying tension between some social workers and the SMA 

as an institution, as they delegitimized the decisions enforced by the SMA and 

expressed sympathy with those who go missing after having received a nega-

tive decision.746 This tension was reinforced by an interviewee working at the 

Return Unit at the SMA, who stated: “[s]ocial services…they always come 

across as pretty skeptical to what we’re working with.”747  

One social worker explained that, depending on what type of relationship 

they have with the unaccompanied minor, the unaccompanied minor some-

times informs them when they have decided to go missing. In the interview 

room, the following was said about unaccompanied minors who go missing in 

Sweden so that they can seek asylum elsewhere: 

Social worker 1: I mean, the only experience that I have so to speak, is of those 

that have left to seek asylum somewhere else, and then the feeling is like: hope 

that it works. 

Social worker 2: Same here. Of course it’s awkward, but if you have the infor-

mation and have received it and know that the teenager is going to apply some-

where else rather than go missing, instead of no one knowing about anything, 

there’s a difference.  

Head of the social services unit: There are some teenagers that wish to travel 

through, Sweden has been a transit country, more or less… 

Social worker 1 or 2: Oh yeah.  

Head of the social services unit: And then they’ve expressed, “But I’m going 

to carry on to there” or “I have relatives in Canada or Finland,” or all of that, 

then there’s more of an understanding from our part that when they’re gone, 

there’s at least a small chance that yes, they’ve continued on their way.748 

 

                                                      
745 Interview E06. 
746 Interview E27 and E28. 
747 Interview E30.  
748 Interview E05. 
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The head of this social services unit explained in the same interview that they 

want the unaccompanied minor to inform someone before they disappear:  

[B]ut that’s very difficult to say to a 15-year-old who lives with a family [mean-

ing an appointed family] that they hopefully respect and like and don’t want to 

hurt in any way. But in most cases, they leave during the night, creeping 

away…I tried to get the teenagers to understand that they can even ask for 

money. “Instead, ask the parents at your temporary home for help with train 

tickets and that.” Drive them to the train instead of having them walk along the 

highway. But it’s very difficult to actually get this to happen in practice, be-

cause the teenagers don’t want to be held accountable, they don’t want to have 

to explain themselves and hear adults say, “But should you really go missing 

now? There might still be a chance.” They’ve already made their decision and 

they go missing when they want to.749 

 

By expressing feelings of hope that unaccompanied minors who go missing 

will receive asylum elsewhere,750 or by encouraging others to facilitate the 

actual act of going missing, the idea of Sweden as a protector of unaccompa-

nied minors, and a preventer of disappearances, is inevitably disrupted. These 

excerpts indirectly resist the idea of the “Swedish Dream,” as sympathy is 

expressed with the notion that unaccompanied minors may go missing to seek 

asylum elsewhere. As one interviewee who had worked for both the SMA and 

social services stated in relation to negative decisions being enforced by the 

SMA, “…it comes down to an individual assessment, and that means that two 

people have made a decision, based on practices and country information and 

all that, that he doesn’t have any asylum claims. But that doesn’t mean that 

it’s true just because they’ve made that assessment. And if a person then 

chooses to live in hiding for four years rather than return [to another country], 

that says a whole lot about that assessment.”751 According to this excerpt, the 

asylum-seeker is framed as knowing what has to be done in the best interest 

of their own life, rather than what is often portrayed as the asylum regime 

knowing. Or in the words of another social worker, “[i]t’s not like he ab-

sconded from a crime scene or because he wanted to get away with some-

thing…these are people that have no other choice than to go missing…they’re 

                                                      
749 Ibid. 
750 In the same interview, social workers reported that they sometimes keep in touch with those 

who have disappeared and applied for asylum in another EU country, in order to hear how it 

went for them with their new asylum cases, and to be able to pass this information on to other 

unaccompanied minors who have received negative decisions and are wondering what they 

should do (see: Interview E05). Another interviewee with a leadership position within the social 

services reported, however that their group of social workers would often discuss the im-

portance of not giving advice about what the unaccompanied minor should do regarding leaving 

the country after having received a negative decision (see: Interview E28).  
751 Interview E10. 
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not even adults…they’re teenagers, young adults, that we just let…ab-

scond.”752  

According to some interviewees, state employees may thereby view (and 

even support) missingness as a form of resistance to a (de)legitimate asylum 

regime that leaves asylum-seekers with few options after receiving a negative 

decision from the SMA753. In these instances, vulnerabilities are (in)directly 

described as being produced by the system itself, in contrast to the commonly 

portrayed perspective in interviews: that vulnerabilities are produced else-

where. According to this logic, missingness is something that occurs when the 

asylum-seeker has to protect themselves from the system, as they are not pro-

tected by the system. Thus, an employee with a leadership position within the 

social services explained that social workers can, at times, resign from their 

positions as a form of protest, when they feel that asylum-seekers are not being 

protected by the system. At this unit in particular, for example, many social 

workers resigned when they believed that budget cuts directly affected unac-

companied minors in a way that gave them lower economic status as compared 

to children with Swedish citizenship.754  

Regardless of what the actual practices of resistance look like, this section 

shows that governing missingness can be, for state employees, a conflicting 

experience. We find techniques of “caring biopolitics,” as caring for unaccom-

panied minors is described as occurring (in)formally outside the system and 

regardless of their registered statuses. Managing life in this sense becomes an 

informal endeavor, operating both within and outside the system itself, pur-

sued by individual social workers. Once again, however, state employees are 

pressured to call the shots when it comes to determining whether someone is 

present or absent within the system, leading some to resist this pressure by 

allowing the missing subject to just simply be: missing. The missing subject 

appears to be, in practice, both unstable and ambiguous, while missingness, 

consequently, is difficult to govern.   

 

7.5 Relating to the idea of the missing subject  

As the inbetweeness of missingness can be challenging for state employees to 

govern, some interviewees reflected on the notion of going missing itself and 

their own role within the system. These reflections were often produced in 

relation to their role not only as state employees, but also as individuals with 

emotional lives irrespective of their professional work title. Empathy for the 

missing subject (both adults and unaccompanied minors) was commonly 

                                                      
752 Interview E11.  
753 Interview E05, E06, E10, E11, E27, and E28.  
754 Interview E27. 
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framed through discourses of care rather than control, as attempts were regu-

larly made to relate to the “choice” of going missing. Six interviewees, for 

example, expressed that had they found themselves in a similar situation and 

received a negative decision on their asylum claims, they would also most 

likely go missing.755 As Eeva Puumala states in her research on the asylum-

seeking process and sovereignty as a dynamic practice rather than a mono-

lithic construction, “[e]ven though individual officers can in their daily work 

adopt practices that disrupt sovereign imaginaries, they cannot escape their 

position as representatives of the state.”756 Not only is the asylum-seek-

ing/missing subject produced in relation to the state employee, but the state 

employee is, of course, also produced in relation to the asylum-seeking/miss-

ing subject. Thus, this section will examine the role of the state employee and 

their emotions in relation to the idea of the missing subject.  

In her research on the SMA, Åsa Wettergren labels the emotional regime 

of the SMA as “procedural correctness.” This regime “…celebrates demo-

cratic and humanitarian values and individual rights...It offers the ideal iden-

tity position of the kind, self-confident and proud professional whose duty it 

is to execute legislation ‘in the best way possible’ as a service to the cus-

tomer/applicant. As such, procedural correctness is a fantasy of impossible 

perfect correspondence between the law and reality…”757 Two state employ-

ees interviewed for this thesis explained that they often observed a high stand-

ard of professionalism (i.e., procedural correctness) at the SMA. This profes-

sionalism meant: representing the Swedish state, regulating immigration, 

treating asylum-seekers with respect by providing a good service, and repre-

senting democracy.758 One of these interviewees, who has previously been 

employed at the SMA, explained:  

[w]e are a state institution, the extended arm of our representatives that we have 

voted into government, and we have to act thereafter. It is part of our democratic 

values, to act right and humanely and if you have those [values], then there 

shouldn’t be any problems. And if you lack any of them, then you’re not the 

extended arm of the government, in my opinion. You’re not a real civil servant. 

Because it’s part of our value system as civil servants to be objective, neu-

tral…to implement the law…yeah, to be well-read, it’s extremely important.759   

 

Thus, there appears to be a disciplinary power operating through (in)formal 

discourses at the SMA, in which state employees are schooled into what it 

means to be a “real” civil servant: i.e., one who is objective, neutral, and im-

                                                      
755 Interview E10, E16, E17, E20, E21, and E22. 
756 Puumala 2017, 69. 
757 Wettergren 2010, 414. 
758 Interview E09 and E21.  
759 Interview E21.  
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plements the law, through democratic, just, and humane values.  The inter-

viewee continued to explain that although some employees may accept certain 

values more than others, “we are not machines, we are people who sit and 

make decisions in cases that can determine another person’s fate.”760 As com-

monsensical as it may first appear, this quote reminds us that, despite discipli-

nary (and regulatory) discourses stipulating what the state employee is sup-

posed to be, the system is not a machine, but is rather produced, upheld, and 

performed by human beings. According to Wettergren, emotions were solely 

encouraged as a “…display of courtesy to the applicants…” at the department 

where she conducted her research at the SMA. However, despite this, “...emo-

tions permeated the activities at the department.”761  

State employees interviewed for this thesis would at times describe a ten-

sion between the perceived role of the civil servant and one’s personal respon-

sibility within the system, as they could still feel powerless despite formally 

having power over others. One interviewee in particular described feeling an 

incredible sense of responsibility when it came to working at the SMA, but 

felt powerless when they left that position in order to work at the social ser-

vices instead. When reflecting on their previous employment at the SMA, they 

explained:  

I thought a lot about Hannah Arendt there, and the SS officers who would just 

say: “I was only doing my job, I was only following orders from above” and 

that is a very natural psychological process that is very human, that I hope that 

everyone can, or at least I hope that they can…I mean I think that it’s that way 

at least…but that everyone can feel and understand that feeling. That you get 

deprived of responsibility. This personal responsibility of blaming a system, a 

state apparatus, a job, a boss, that’s what I thought was the hardest…knowing 

that I have a personal responsibility but that sometimes that’s not enough. It 

doesn’t even matter.762  

 

In this excerpt, the interviewee describes the complexity of feeling powerless 

regarding one’s role within the system and how it is constructed. As Wetter-

gren’s research at the SMA found, “[t]he officers [meaning caseworkers] 

could defend their duty to follow the law, but they needed not defend the 

law.”763 Or as Roland Paulsen discovers through his ethnographic research at 

the Swedish Public Employment Service, even when we “obey” orders, we 

still choose how to obey. According to Paulsen, the more an employee is fi-

nancially independent from their job, the more personal responsibility they 

have for what they expose others to through their work role.764  

                                                      
760 Ibid. 
761 Wettergren 2010, 414.  
762 Interview E10.  
763 Wettergren 2010, 407. 
764 Paulsen 2015, 136 & 145-146. 
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Yet as the interview with this interviewee in particular continued, they an-

swered the following when asked what, in their opinion, was the difference 

between personal responsibility and civil servant responsibility: 

There is a huge difference. Civil servant responsibility: you’re supposed to do 

an objective assessment. It’s very easy to be a civil servant if you diverge from 

the personal, morals and ethics. If you’re only a civil servant, there are very 

clear guidelines for how you’re supposed to be, how you’re supposed to act, 

what you’re supposed to take your point of departure from. So it’s not that dif-

ficult if you’re only supposed to complete a task and disassociate from feelings, 

morals, and ethics. But that’s what was difficult, and that’s what makes it diffi-

cult. But I think that’s also the reason why the civil servant role is stripped so 

bare, because you’re supposed to make it easy for people to perform the role of 

the civil servant and give them less room to make their own interpretations and 

such.765 

 

According to the excerpts above, personal responsibility is moralistic, ethical, 

and emotive, while civil servant responsibility is objective, neutral, emotion-

less, and performative. However, when examining how missingness is gov-

erned, the two roles are not always easily distinguishable, regardless of tech-

nologies of disciplinary and regulatory powers that (in)formally attempt to 

separate them. Humans “…are made up of an assortment of contrasting and 

changing identities, subjectivities and emotive states of being,”766 thereby 

making a clear demarcation difficult in practice.  

This complexity was especially present when state employees who play a 

role in enforcing asylum legislation that could inevitably cause someone to go 

missing were simultaneously sympathetic with the reasons why someone 

might go missing. As one interviewee at the Asylum Unit explained:  

[y]ou automatically know that if you decide on a negative decision, that this 

person, he or she, is going to stand at a crossroads and have to decide: what do 

I do now? We all know that there are an x number of alternatives. One alterna-

tive is to “go underground,” one is to try their luck elsewhere and maybe the 

third alternative is to return to their home country. And…you think, if they’ve 

come all this way, depending on where they’ve come from and how, then in 

many cases it is a very difficult process, expensive, it takes a lot out of you 

physically and mentally, and then you might not want to return because it’s like 

starting all over again. The truth is that we know that this person has made a 

decision…that they have a goal here. With a negative decision, the dream 

doesn’t disappear, but the chance does for four years.767 

 

                                                      
765 Interview E10.  
766 Smith 2009, 144. 
767 Interview E20.  
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Although the interviewee in the excerpt above contributes to the governance 

of asylum-seekers and is inevitably expected to obey asylum legislation, in-

cluding enforcing negative decisions, they simultaneously express sympathy 

for the “dream” of a new life, and the difficult journey behind that dream 

(again: the idea that fleeing a country is equivalent to chasing a dream can and 

should, of course, be debated). Additionally, the harsh lived realities of miss-

ingness will sometimes lead interviewees to speculate as to the wellbeing of 

those who go missing. For example, one interviewee working with asylum 

claims at the SMA explained that there is not much the SMA can do when 

someone is presumed missing. However, assuming that the disappearance was 

a “choice” means that “…maybe it’s a bit easier to live with. But in other 

cases, it can be a little like, ‘what’s happening with them?’ It’s kind of like 

that with casework in general. Everyone needs to find their way to deal with 

the people that we meet, and what we take with us, particularly.”768  

Another interviewee working with the return process at the SMA described 

that they often think about those who have disappeared and what they are do-

ing: 

[s]ome are completely under the radar, and when the case expires, they show 

up again and have been here for four years somehow, and then, you won-

der…like…what their life situation looks like. For some, maybe it’s alright. 

They might have a very good social network, employment is rarely a problem. 

And what ----- [name of co-worker] said, some within this group get exploited 

utterly horribly, but not everyone does. And there probably exists, hopefully, a 

substantial group that have, despite being undocumented, have lived a relatively 

normal life. And I know, anecdotally, families that have children…small chil-

dren…that the municipality has allowed to go to school, daycare, no problem, 

and have maybe been protected against more of the, what should I call it…tough 

side of not having permission to be here. Everyday life carries on, and one might 

meet them again and not see any indication of anything negative with the fam-

ily…present parents, healthy children, and they might have been in Sweden for 

six or seven years, speak fluent Swedish…So one hopes that there are very 

many that are in that [kind of] situation, while at the same time, that’s not the 

way it is. It’s not unrecorded, but there’s a lot of ignorance, like you don’t know 

what happens during this period when they are formally undocumented.769 

 

Discourses of care produced by state employees through expressions of em-

pathy and sympathy and a pastoral concern for the wellbeing of the missing 

subject contribute to the ongoing tension found between the state as the pro-

tector against vulnerabilities versus the state as the creator of those vulnera-

bilities to begin with. The interviewee in the excerpt above expresses notions 

                                                      
768 Interview E22. 
769 Interview E16.  
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of care in the form of well wishes, but the vulnerabilities associated with miss-

ingness are disassociated from the asylum regime as a whole.770 Once again, 

according to this logic, vulnerabilities exist elsewhere rather than being pro-

duced by the system itself. Nevertheless, the uncertainty of missingness is 

speculated about, as its individual lived experiences are difficult for the state 

institution to map. Moreover, an overall interest in mapping these experiences 

might not exist. Missingness as the ultimate manifestation of the unknown can 

either ignite the imaginations of SMA caseworkers or, as the interviewee 

working with asylum claims explained, remind state employees to let go of 

what can no longer be managed.771 Regardless, by examining the governance 

of missingness and the tension that arises when examining vulnerabilities and 

responsibilities, we find “multi-stranded, tangled social relations and ex-

changes of care and control.”772   

 

7.6 Conclusion 

This chapter continued to examine how missingness and governance relate to 

each other, but this time through different technologies of power as care. This 

chapter found that, in addition to the technologies of disciplinary power and 

biopower examined in Chapter 6, missingness is also governed through tech-

nologies of pastoral power, as well as technologies of biopower that are often 

framed as “caring.” Although discourses of care were often reproduced in in-

terviews, there appears to be no single way of governing missingness, both 

externally between the SMA and social services, but also within these institu-

tions, confirming that state employees do indeed struggle to control and man-

age the uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity of missingness. It should be 

noted that this chapter does not mean to insinuate that state employees who 

expressed care and empathy in relation to missing subjects in their interviews 

were in any way disingenuous in their demeanor. However, as this chapter has 

shown, technologies of power as care can be difficult to disentangle from tech-

nologies of power as control, as we find “multi-stranded, tangled social rela-

tions and exchanges of care and control.”773 This is especially true when it 

comes to unaccompanied minors, as having an “overview” of them is often 

framed as looking out for their wellbeing.  

 Unaccompanied minors (and those seen as at risk of being trafficked) are 

often portrayed as being in need of protection by state employees, as vulnera-

                                                      
770 In addition to Interview E16, see: Interview E21  
771 Interview E22. 
772 Johnson and Lindquist 2020, 195. 
773 Ibid.  
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bilities are portrayed as existing outside the system in an ungovernable “par-

allel society,” rather than being produced by the asylum regime itself. As un-

accompanied minors are seen as protected as long as they are present within 

the system (i.e., physically visible within the system when deemed relevant), 

state employees can be found attempting to prevent missingness from occur-

ring in the first place. Although as examined in the Chapter 6, this does not 

apply to all children, as those who are pre-determined as missing are “al-

lowed” to be missing. This chapter has shown, however, that ordering logics 

entail that if the unaccompanied minor is made to feel visible within the gaze 

of state employees, they will remain visible. Hence, unaccompanied minors 

are, at times, biopolitically governed through social workers performing the 

role of the “maternal mother”: a subject who cares for the child labeled as 

parentless, as if it were their own. In the interviews conducted for this thesis, 

social workers in particular emphasized the role of establishing meaningful 

social relations with the unaccompanied minors, such as a mother-child rela-

tionship, in an effort either to prevent them from going missing to begin with 

or to help convince them to be (re)incorporated into the gaze of state institu-

tions if they are found when missing.  

The Swedish state, and thereby state institutions, are portrayed as generous, 

caring, and protective. Thus, staying within the system (until the system deems 

that you no longer belong to it) is seen as being in the unaccompanied minor’s 

best interest. Yet as examined in this chapter, governing logics dictating that 

one must either be present or absent within the system were sometimes re-

sisted by the interviewees.  In these instances, missingness as an inbetweeness 

was embraced, as these social workers expressed that they sometimes kept in 

touch with unaccompanied minors who were registered as absconding or 

whose cases had been closed due to prolonged missingness. Missingness was 

often viewed by these social workers as an act of resistance to the SMA and 

an asylum regime portrayed as illegitimate. The missing unaccompanied mi-

nor was indeed still governed, but this governance would occur outside the 

formal system in which governance is “expected” to occur. The tension of 

state employees both being part of the system itself and (in)directly question-

ing its logics was also found in the ways that both employees at the SMA and 

at the social services related to the idea of the missing subject. Those who 

were expected to prevent the asylum-seeking subject from becoming a miss-

ing subject could also play a role in enforcing asylum legislation that could 

inevitability lead to disappearances. State employees could thereby be found 

simultaneously expressing sympathy for the reasons why someone might go 

missing, confirming the complexities that arise when these employees attempt 

to navigate how to govern missingness.  
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8. Conclusion 

My interest in what missingness has the potential to tell us about the function-

ing of the (often portrayed as) well-oiled machinery that is the asylum regime 

began when I was an employee at the SMA. I witnessed and partook in rein-

forcing governing logics that, in my eyes and at that time, encouraged one to 

address missingness in a strictly bureaucratic manner. When someone was as-

sumed to be missing, calls were to be made, boxes ticked, statuses changed, 

and cases closed. The faces of those currently missing, if included in the case 

file, were a reminder of a human life temporally and spatially belonging to the 

past, and a system attempting to manage how their case will temporally and 

spatially belong in the future. This experience became the catalyst for what 

would later become this doctoral thesis and the paradox that I continuously 

saw unfolding. On the one hand, the Swedish asylum regime is composed of 

a system of bureaucracy that functions through ordering logics of presence 

and absence, regulating whether or not you are managed. These ordering 

logics therefore crave, seek out, produce, and need secure subjects who fit into 

neat categories of management. On the other hand, the Swedish system has 

also attempted to “gain control” over the asylum-seeking context, by enforc-

ing more restrictive asylum policies and practices, while admitting that this 

will increasingly lead to more disappearances. The same system that is ex-

pected to govern those seeking asylum is, thus, paradoxically at risk of push-

ing asylum-seekers into a sphere of missingness, of invisibility, in which they 

become more difficult to govern.  

This confused me and has thereby inspired me to, in this thesis, examine 

the governance of missingness within the asylum-seeking regime. By inter-

viewing state employees who manage the asylum-seeking process and are em-

ployed to administer lives within this process, I have examined in what ways 

missingness challenges logics of governance, as asylum-seekers who are sub-

jected to the asylum-seeking regime may and do disappear. Rather than focus-

ing on the missing subject as such, and their reasons for disappearing, I have 

been interested in using the state that missingness can entail (i.e., not knowing 

whether the missing person is alive nor dead, where they are, and what has 

happened to them, and hence what to do next) to examine what this inbe-

tweeness means for governing logics, and what forms of governance become 

visible when these governing logics are forced to confront missingness head-

on. Henceforth, this conclusion will summarize the overall answers to the 
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questions that this thesis has tried to examine: how is missingness governed 

within the Swedish asylum regime, and what does this tell us about different 

technologies of power involved in the governance of migration? Before offer-

ing some final remarks, I will discuss my four main findings: how the missing 

subject is made conceptually visible, how missingness is governed through 

technologies of power as control, how missingness is created and facilitated, 

and how missingness is governed through technologies of power as care.  

 

8.1 Making the missing subject conceptually visible 

How is missingness governed within the Swedish asylum regime? To under-

stand how missingness is governed, I have had to begin by understanding how 

the missing subject is produced. In previous research, the missing subject has 

often been equated with death, in particular those who have died at the sites 

of different border landscapes. Yet for the Swedish state employees inter-

viewed in this thesis, the missing subject is rarely considered to be a deceased 

subject (in actuality, not symbolically). Those who are missing are instead, for 

some reason, out there, somewhere, or as one interviewee at the SMA stated, 

“…we usually think, they’re here somewhere, they’re just not available to 

us.”774 State employees are assigned the responsibility of deciding when some-

one is indeed considered missing, or when someone is seen as being at risk of 

going missing, basically: when the asylum-seeking subject formally becomes, 

or may become, the missing subject instead. State employees are not trained 

to deal with the actuality of the ambiguity of missingness, but as power is 

productive,775 the missing subject is produced through the demarcation of cat-

egories such as absconding and missing. This is especially the case when it 

comes to unaccompanied minors, as guidelines developed by the Stockholm 

County Administrative Board have attempted to introduce a temporal aspect, 

in which one can be defined as missing if they have been absconding for more 

than three months.776  

At first glance, temporal definitions such as these enact a bureaucratic mi-

rage of control over the unknown, hiding the messiness and ambiguity that 

missingness itself actually entails, as has later been uncovered in this thesis. 

Michel Foucault’s work reminds us of, “…the productive power of discourse 

and how power targets bodies to produce subjects.”777 Yet what becomes in-

teresting in the case of missingness is that there is no physical body to directly 

target: the physicality of the body is, well, missing. The missing subject is thus 
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produced and targeted through categorization within the system. These admin-

istrative procedures can then, in turn, have consequences for the lived realities 

and physical bodies of the missing.  As a result, by transforming the asylum-

seeking subject into the missing subject (and/or absconding subject, to use 

bureaucratic terms) within the system, exclusionary practices are enacted. One 

is no longer viewed as an active asylum-seeker and, thus, one’s rights as an 

asylum-seeker, such as the right to economic assistance, are taken away by the 

SMA. Echoing the argument put forth by Grégorie Chamayou, modern pro-

scription is “…carried out through administrative procedures. Its mechanics 

are bureaucratic and its instruments consist of paper. Modern states have con-

centrated in their hands the monopoly on the means of certifying personal ex-

istence.”778  

This thesis has shown that, by bureaucratizing the missing subject and cer-

tifying their personal existence as absconding, the missing subject is made 

conceptually visible. Using the term absconding means that the individual is 

still incorporated into the system, case-wise. As has been shown, registering 

someone as absconding at the SMA can sometimes even benefit employees at 

the SMA, as closing the missing subject’s case can subsequently improve the 

employee’s statistics in terms of how many decisions in asylum cases they 

have made that year.  This leads me to one of the main findings in this thesis: 

when the missing subject is made conceptually visible as absconding, despite 

being physically invisible (at least in the gaze of state institutions), the idea of 

the missing subject becomes easier to govern, even though the actual missing 

subject is nowhere to be found. Within the SMA, the code absconding be-

comes manageable, rather than the physicality of the individual. The paradox 

of being conceptually visible, but physically invisible, can be paralleled to a 

humorously absurd historical example: in the 17th century, a symbolic execu-

tion could be authorized if a condemned man was not physically present. A 

picture of the man would be killed instead. In the words of Esprit Fléchier, 

“[i]t was fine to see, on the square where executions took place, so many pic-

tures displayed in each of which an executioner cut off a head…[T]he whole 

people came out of curiosity to see this crowd of painted criminals who con-

stantly died and did not die at all…”779 For the contemporary missing subject, 

their asylum case will also eventually be symbolically executed and expelled 

by the SMA, without the physical presence of the subject in question.  

The prioritization of this conceptual visibility over physical visibility is, to 

a certain extent, ingrained in the practices of the Swedish asylum regime from 

the first day one applies for asylum. When an individual who applies for asy-

lum becomes an asylum-seeking subject at the beginning of the asylum pro-
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779 Fléchier quoted in Chamayou 2012, 25.  
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cess, their photographs and fingerprints are taken, hence their identity is digi-

talized and “bureaucratically captured.”780 In my interviews with employees 

at the SMA, I found that regarding adult asylum-seekers, the physical where-

abouts of the asylum-seeker beyond their digital identity are not necessarily 

of importance thereafter, as long as the asylum-seeker makes themselves 

physically visible when beckoned into a sphere of physical visibility. This 

beckoning into a sphere of physical visibility aligns with the logics of the state 

as presented in previous research on state security, as “[t]he state can only 

protect or secure a stable form. Bodies that are not self-contained and individ-

uated are more difficult to contain…subjects can only be integrated into the 

state as long as they are individualized…Security is thus about securing bodies 

inside the state, as well as those outside.”781 However in the case of missing 

adult asylum-seekers in particular, it is when they do not answer this call to 

physical visibility that they become this new manageable logic to be incorpo-

rated into the system (i.e. the governable category of absconding).  

As reflected in their internal routines, state employees at the SMA in par-

ticular are not expected to dwell in the inbetweeness of missingness: the sub-

ject is either present in the system or absent from the system. However, this 

thesis has included fragments of interviews with employees at the SMA that 

have pinpointed moments of disruption. In these moments, governing logics 

that have produced the missing subject as conceptually visible have been dis-

rupted, as the missing subject has physically reappeared in the bureaucratic 

corridors of management. This has entailed moments in which the binary con-

struction of being conceptually visible and simultaneously physically invisible 

has been contested, as the messiness of the social world has revealed itself. As 

Edkins reminds us, “…missing persons disturb; their ambiguity derange not 

only those who search for them, but also those who seek to impose adminis-

trative or political classifications or categorizations.”782 It is through moments 

such as these, as outlined in Chapter 5, that it becomes clear that governing 

the idea of the missing subject through neat categories of management is easier 

to deal with for state employees, specifically at the SMA, than is governing 

the actual missing subject.  This opens the door to many interesting future 

research endeavors, including what the notion of life means (e.g., when it is 

apprehended and when it is recognized) for biopolitical systems traditionally 

organized around its management, such as asylum regimes. As technologies 

of biopower, in particular, play a role in making visible that which is invisible, 

i.e., producing the missing subject as conceptually visible through labelling 

and bureaucratic categorization, I have, in this thesis, found a tension in how 

the missing subject is portrayed as governed versus how missingness is actu-
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ally governed. As has been shown, the missing subject is produced and por-

trayed as something that is known and at least bureaucratically controllable. 

Within the system, the missing subject will eventually come to an end, irre-

spective of the physicality of the individual, as time elapses and cases are 

closed and/or handed over to the police.  

 

8.2 Governing missingness through technologies of 

power as control 

Compared to the bureaucratization of the missing subject, the actuality of how 

missingness is governed reflects the messiness of the social world. This thesis 

finds that missingness is governed both through a multitude of responses and 

an interplay of different technologies of power. These technologies of power 

appear to be operating simultaneously, sometimes in contradiction to one an-

other, and sometimes irrespective of one another, offering no overall clear-

cut answer as to how missingness is governed, besides that it can be, at times, 

a mess. This has not deterred me, however, from trying to examine how miss-

ingness and logics of governance continuously relate to one another, as there 

appear to be pockets of organized chaos within the mess. Missingness is, of 

course, governed, it is just governed in many different ways by many different 

people. State employees differ in their struggles and attempts to grasp miss-

ingness within a system that portrays the missing subject as bureaucratically 

graspable. The ambiguities, complexities, tensions, discomfort, and disrup-

tions found within this intersection of missingness and governance serve as 

further verification for why I found it necessary to engage with the discourses 

of state employees, as opposed to treating the state as a self-existing entity and 

its official formal discourses as a representation of everyday truths. As a result 

of the interviews with state employees for this thesis, the remainder of this 

conclusion will summarize the main findings regarding how missingness is 

governed through more traditional technologies of power as control, how 

missingness is facilitated by the state, thereby contradicting these traditional 

technologies of power as control, and how missingness is governed through 

technologies of power as care, which are at times inseparable from technolo-

gies of power as control.  

Looking back at the interviewing process of this thesis, I recall being sur-

prised at how, according to my interviewees, technologies of power as control 

appeared to operate in relation to the governance of missingness. As outlined 

in the preface of this thesis, when I was employed at the SMA, there appeared 

to be no coercive practices of control with regard to figuring out where the 

missing subject was. I was simply meant to register them as absconding and 

eventually close the case, disassociating myself from the consequences that 
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this might have for their lived realities. While writing this thesis, I remember 

assuming that my own experience had only been one puzzle piece in the nar-

rative of the governance of missingness. Asylum regimes across the globe 

were increasingly cracking down on migration, as demonstrated, for example, 

by the release of Behrouz Boochani’s autobiographical memoir of his (then 

current) detainment on Manus Island,783 or the images of distraught refugee 

children separated from their families and put in cages in ICE facilities across 

the United States.784 In a climate where the politics of migration mobility ap-

peared to be increasingly securitized, I went into the interviewing process 

wearing a backpack full of critical literature that spoke of the biopolitics of 

state control over migrant bodies, thus assuming that the governance of miss-

ingness had also been, to a certain extent, increasingly securitized.  

The aspects of control that I found were, however, different from what I 

had expected. In addition to the mirage of bureaucratic control over the miss-

ing subject through labelling and categorization, there were indeed instances 

in which state employees expressed their concerns over the physical invisibil-

ity of the missing subject. Physical visibility, irrespective of conceptual visi-

bility, did at times matter, in particular before potentially going missing and if 

one had gone missing and was assumed to potentially go missing again. A few 

state employees interviewed in this thesis took pride in the fact that Swedish 

concerns over how to control the physical bodies of asylum-seekers appeared 

to be more lenient than the practices of control found within asylum regimes 

in Australia and/or the United States.785 Besides the detention center (an epi-

center of disciplinary and biopolitical control), it was, at first glance, difficult 

to see technologies of power as control operating like they were traditionally 

portrayed in the CMS literature: coercive practices over the physical body. 

Throughout history, those who would defy legislation and disappear presented 

“…a political danger: revealing to everyone the state’s relative impotence.”786 

Yet in the case of missing asylum-seekers in Sweden, concerns with the phys-

icality of the missing subject through technologies of power, such as biopower 

and/or disciplinary power, were mainly found hidden in discourses emphasiz-

ing the need to prevent, through surveillance practices at the accommodation 

centers, unaccompanied minors from becoming missing subjects, regulating 

access to information for asylum-seekers in order to prevent missingness, and 

discourses emphasizing the need to keep visible, through detainment, adult 

asylum-seekers who had previously been missing.  

Where biopower and disciplinary power were found operating, missingness 

was governed through ideas of visibility. This is not a new finding, as Martina 

Tazzioli and William Walters state, “…it could be argued that visibility is the 

                                                      
783 Boochani 2019.  
784 See, e.g.: Pilkington 2020.   
785 Interview E20, E21, and E30.   
786 Chamayou 2012, 95. 



 

181 

core of governmentality.”787 Making individuals visible through different 

technologies of power does not only mean “…putting bodies under a surveil-

ling gaze. Actually, it is more on the side of making reality knowable that 

visibility works in modern governmentality, as Foucault indirectly suggests in 

his passages on the emergence of statistics…”788 That being said, the way that 

visibility was framed in relation to unaccompanied minors and adults differed 

vastly. According to my interviews with employees at the social services and 

those who had experience of working at accommodation facilities, it was ex-

pected that unaccompanied minors, in particular, given their extra precarious 

state of being, should be prevented from becoming missing subjects. Technol-

ogies of power would indeed put “…bodies under a surveilling gaze,” as bio-

political mechanisms would map the child’s patterns (always looking for de-

viant behavior), thereby enacting overall surveillance practices that entailed 

establishing social interactions with staff members and incorporating the child 

into everyday routines at the accommodation facilities. The unaccompanied 

minor is thereby (in)directly disciplined into keeping themselves visible 

through a system of “trust” (as accommodation facilities are not locked facil-

ities) and are expected to adhere to the norms of the accommodation facilities.  

Discourses produced by the interviewees employed at different social ser-

vices offices in Sweden suggested that governing logics that make the unac-

companied minor feel visible, through different meaningful and social inter-

actions, will keep the unaccompanied minor visible. When it came to unac-

companied minors, visibility in this sense is framed as a win-win for all parties 

involved in the asylum regime. Accommodation staff are expected to map and 

observe the behavior of unaccompanied minors, but the physical mobility of 

the unaccompanied minor is usually not hindered, as it is only in rare circum-

stances that they can be detained during the asylum-seeking process. There-

fore, biopolitical technologies of power as control target aspects of sociability 

instead, hoping this, in turn, will keep the physicality of the subject visible. 

With adult asylum-seekers, however, there are rarely attempts to control the 

physicality of the asylum-seeking subject, unless they have been detained as 

a result of being a missing subject or if the asylum regime suspects that they 

will most definitely become a missing subject.  

Instead, the interviews with staff at the SMA showed that the asylum-seek-

ing process for adults is centered on promoting self-governance: they must 

only make themselves visible when it is asked of them. It disciplines the adult 

into adhering to the norms of the asylum regime, as they are told what can 

happen if they break this self-governance “trust,” i.e., they will be kept visible 

in a detention center. The norms that regulate what a “good and serious” asy-

lum-seeker is, are regulated through access to information. Information that 

can be seen as promoting missingness, for example, when one’s case expires, 

                                                      
787 Tazzioli and Walters 2016, 447-448.   
788 Ibid.  
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is thus, at times controlled by employees at the SMA (and sometimes commu-

nicated by other employees at the SMA).  In contrast to the governing logics 

for unaccompanied minors, the governing logics for adults thus suggest that if 

state employees at the SMA feel that the adult asylum-seeker will disappear, 

they could attempt to keep the adult asylum-seeker visible. Yet if SMA staff 

do not feel this way, there is a whole sphere of invisibility for asylum-seekers 

to elapse into, until they are beckoned back into visibility. In actuality, how-

ever, the ability to keep an adult asylum-seeker physically visible before ever 

having disappeared is quite restricted by law,789 which again: promotes a sys-

tem of self-governance instead. What overarches this system of self-govern-

ance is the understanding that self-governance can quickly turn into punitive 

state governance (i.e., detention) if an asylum-seeker disappears. Hence, one 

can state thus far that attempts to control the potentiality of missingness appear 

to be greater than attempts to control the missing subject itself. The physicality 

of the missing subject is directly targeted when the missing subject is no 

longer missing, the aim being to prevent missingness from occurring once 

again.  

 

8.3 Creating and facilitating missingness  

Despite these technologies of power as control that are found operating par-

ticularly in the pre-disappearance and post-disappearance phases, there are in-

stances in which it appears that state employees simultaneously (and paradox-

ically) allow for missingness to occur, thus creating and facilitating the space 

for its existence. Quite ironically, one of the main findings in this thesis shows 

that missingness is also governed through the acceptance of its inevitable oc-

currence. Missingness is, at times, governed not only by preventing subjects 

from going missing, but also by taking into account and planning for its inev-

itable occurrence and its uncertainty. Subsequently, some asylum-seeking 

subjects are granted informal permission to slip through the fingers of state 

employees who choose to look the other way. What can appear to be a lack of 

state control over missingness is at times a planned lack of control. The mess-

iness of missingness is thereby, at times, when one digs beneath the surface, a 

paradoxically controlled mess. This would seem confusing at first, but it ap-

pears that state institutions can gain control by losing control, contradicting 

the notion that the state wants to be all-knowing, all-incorporating, and all-

seeing. I have found missingness to be (in)directly facilitated through prac-

tices such as: the registration of private accommodation for adult asylum-seek-

ers, planning interviews with the assumption that a certain percentage of adults 

will be missing, and the informal pre-determination and pre-categorization of 
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some (read: in particular Moroccan unaccompanied minors) as missing even 

when they are physically visible. 

By implementing these practices, the SMA has the potential to gain control 

over a situation that at first glance would appear to be “ungovernable.” For 

example, as thoroughly explained in Chapter 6, the Swedish asylum regime is 

quite unique in “allowing” adult asylum-seekers to register private addresses 

with the SMA, as compared to more stringent countries such as Australia 

(…although the Swedish system is increasingly undergoing new and problem-

atic regulatory measures).  As interviewees at the SMA explained, certain ad-

dresses reappear again and again as “bogus addresses,” meaning that the SMA 

can assume that the asylum-seeker does not actually live there and may, 

thereby, potentially become missing.790 Despite this, the address is registered, 

in the hope that, regardless of where the asylum-seeker actually lives, news 

will somehow reach them regarding when it is their turn to be beckoned into 

the sphere of visibility by the SMA. It can be assumed that allowing asylum-

seekers to live in private accommodation – a situation in which their right to 

economic assistance does not increase drastically compared to if they were 

living in state-provided accommodation – is financially beneficial to the SMA. 

It can also be assumed that the SMA prioritizes this financial gain over exert-

ing different technologies of power as control to keep asylum-seekers physi-

cally visible. The asylum-seeker who registers one of these reoccurring ad-

dresses may be seen as a potential missing subject by SMA employees, but 

this potentiality is not acted on at this stage.  

As also examined in Chapter 6, one can assume that it has been financially 

beneficial for a quantifying institution such as SMA to map nationalities with 

different mobilities, thereby predicting which nationalities are at risk of dis-

appearing. In this way, nationalities deemed to be “unserious” asylum-seekers 

and at risk of disappearing can receive an interview time earlier than those 

deemed to be “serious” (read: will make themselves visible when it is asked 

of them) asylum-seekers. When it comes to interviews at the Return Unit, dis-

appearances are also expected and planned for according to mapped patterns 

of assumed previous behavior, registered addresses and/or nationalities,791 and 

interview times are hence overbooked on purpose. The potential missing sub-

ject is thereby produced into visibility by governing logics, hypothetically cre-

ated through the assemblage of fragments of information, made knowledgea-

ble for the asylum regime, and treated as missing without officially being 

missing. Particularly in this instance, there is a danger that the SMA’s priori-

tization of saving financial resources may entail that state employees risk col-

lectivizing what should always be treated as individual claims to asylum. In 

comparison to the initial phase of registering a so-called “bogus address” with 

                                                      
790 Interview E09, E17, and E20.   
791 Interview E09. 
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the SMA, the potential missing subject is acted on at this stage by being ac-

counted for and thus excluded from the normal practices in place for those 

asylum-seekers deemed to be “serious.”  

According to these examples, the SMA has created an opportunity to finan-

cially capitalize on the inevitable potentiality of missingness. Missingness has 

posed a challenge to the system, and thus the system has adjusted to meet this 

challenge, or as one interviewee at the SMA explained, to adjust to the “real-

ity” of the situation.792 The potential of adult asylum-seekers going missing is 

taken into calculated consideration, thereby saving resources. According to 

the discourses produced by state employees interviewed at the SMA, I found 

that the SMA monopolizes not only different technologies of power as control, 

but also the image of “non-control.” This appears to be an active choice oper-

ationalized through logics of governance within this specific site, rather than 

a blind spot. It allows for the idea of the missing subject to be controlled rather 

than the physicality of the subject. If the asylum-seeking subject later disap-

pears, their conceptual visibility is still available for governance, despite their 

physical invisibility, due to overarching governing logics that, above all, pri-

oritize incorporation into the asylum-seeking system.  

In addition to potentially facilitating and planning for missingness, thereby 

saving financial resources, Swedish politicians have increasingly critiqued (al-

beit for different reasons) current asylum legislation for providing the space 

to go missing, as examined in Chapter 6. The current legislation entails that 

one can seek asylum again after a 4-year period (or an 18-month period if their 

case is to be administered according to the Dublin Regulation).793 Some might 

agree with the politicians who argue that the timeframe encourages disappear-

ances to begin with and should thus be eliminated as an “opportunity.” How-

ever, others might agree with the politicians who argue that the timeframe 

inhumanely creates a long wait for those who will go missing regardless of 

the timespan and should not be further increased to ten years, as is currently 

being discussed.794 Regardless of opinions about motivation, incentive, or op-

portunity, for those who have received a negative decision in their asylum 

case, entering the sphere of (in)visibility as undocumented is equivalent to 

entering a temporal or spatial milieu carved out by the system itself. The par-

liamentary debates currently ongoing are framed in relation to how difficult 

or easy this temporal/spatial milieu should be for those residing in it.  

The recent change in legislation in July 2016, which entails that those aged 

eighteen and over with rejected asylum claims and deportation decisions with 

expired “voluntary” return dates will no longer have the right to daily allow-

ance or housing,795 also feeds into this debate. As the interviewees explained, 
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those who were affected by this legislation change were told to either live on 

the streets or find their own accommodation,796 despite their deportation or-

ders. It is as if legislation such as this were brought on by the assumption that 

this carved out temporal/spatial milieu created by the system should be pre-

sented to asylum-seekers as unbearable in comparison to the act of being de-

ported. It entails “…exclusion from the community, from the law, and from 

security.”797 Or once again, perhaps there is purely a financial incentive behind 

it: fewer people physically visible within the system and needing accommo-

dation equals lower financial costs, even if this entails a population that will 

instead be physically invisible in the gaze of state institutions. In the words of 

Chamayou, “[t]oday, illegalization is no longer similar to ancient formulas of 

banishment, but exposes one to the predation of the labor market. Market pre-

dation and sovereign exclusion develop close relations of complementarity: 

hunts to expel and hunts to acquire.”798 Undocumentedness, in particular, en-

tails “…the paradoxical inclusion of these new disposed by law into relation-

ships of exploitation at the same time that it makes them vulnerable through 

active policies of tracking them and making them feel insecure.”799 These two 

technologies of predation that compose a so-called “manhunt,” a hunt of ex-

pulsion and a hunt of pursuit,800 are both found operating in the governance of 

missingness. But in this case, the hunting ground is demarcated by the SMA 

(the ground of exclusion), and the hunting license is granted to the police (a 

hunt that captures).  

Those who are, to a certain extent, expected to prevent the asylum-seeking 

subject from becoming a missing subject also play a role in enforcing the asy-

lum legislation that is inevitably criticized for leading to more disappearances 

(i.e., creating the hunting ground). As examined in Chapter 7, state employees 

at the SMA who make asylum case decisions could simultaneously be found 

expressing notions of empathy concerning why someone might go missing, 

hoping that their time spent in the temporal/spatial milieu carved out by the 

system itself is not as exploitative as previous research has shown it to be.801 

That being said, compared to the certain technologies of power as control that 

are found operating within the asylum regime, examining how missingness is 

governed becomes increasingly perplexing when the possibility of missing-

ness appears to also be facilitated, planned for, and produced by the practices 

of state employees. Missingness appears to be governed within a regime that 

is leaky, as the missing population appear to sometimes be a target of man-

                                                      
796 Interview E18 and E19.   
797 Chamayou 2012, 24. 
798 Ibid., 140-141.  
799 Ibid., 151-152. 
800 Ibid., 1-2. 
801 See, e.g.: Sigvardsdotter 2013; Barnombudsmannen 2017; and Svenska Röda Korset and 

Stockholms Stadsmission 2015.  
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agement, but at other times not, calling into question the ontology of bi-

opower. Future research endeavors should continue to explore to what extent 

this leakiness is actively produced and why.  

 

8.4 Governing missingness through technologies of 

power as care 

As the findings have shown thus far, the actuality of how missingness is gov-

erned has continued to reflect the messiness of the social world, as different 

technologies of power as control (and non-control) have been found to be at 

play, as examined through the discourses produced by state employees. But 

this thesis has also found that missingness is governed through different tech-

nologies of power as care, technologies that can sometimes be closely inter-

twined with different technologies of power as control. The findings continue 

to show that missingness is thereby governed through both a multitude of re-

sponses and an interplay of different technologies of power that have the po-

tential to operate simultaneously, sometimes in contradiction to one another, 

and sometimes irrespective of one another. Technologies of power as control 

(i.e., mapping, labelling, governing temporal pasts and predicting future po-

tentialities) are often merged with technologies of power as care (i.e., prevent-

ing exploitation by enabling appropriate resources). Technologies of power as 

care are mainly predominant in the discourses produced in relation to unac-

companied minors. As examined in depth in Chapter 7, compared to missing 

adult asylum-seekers, in relation to whom missingness is often viewed by state 

employees as a choice (unless there are indications of human trafficking), 

missing unaccompanied minors are generally produced as more vulnerable 

and in need of protection. Consequently, self-governance is not a governing 

logic that is applied to unaccompanied minors to the same extent. There are 

far greater attempts to prevent missingness among unaccompanied minors, 

and control is sometimes justified as a result of this.  

Regarding unaccompanied minors, vulnerabilities associated with missing-

ness are often framed by state employees as solely produced outside the sys-

tem. These vulnerabilities are rarely framed as produced by the system itself, 

for example, through asylum legislation that keeps some asylum-seekers in 

limbo. This creates a dichotomy in which the system is portrayed as “safe” 

and “the protector,” while choosing to leave the system creates a space outside 

the system that is both dark and ungovernable. Based on the discourses pro-

duced by some interviewees working at the social services, this technology of 

power as care in the form of pastoral power is expressed by keeping the subject 

within the system and “within the shepherd’s flock.” However, it does not 

appear to always apply to all unaccompanied minors. Some (read: Moroccan 
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unaccompanied minors) are pre-categorized and pre-labelled as “street chil-

dren,” as already belonging to the space outside the system that is both dark 

and ungovernable, despite attempts to access the “safe” and “protecting” 

sphere. They are often produced as missing subjects even when they are phys-

ically visible, as they are pre-determined by state employees to be “unserious” 

and “deviant” in their asylum claims and, thereby, pre-expected by state em-

ployees to disappear. As explained by one interviewed police officer, when 

these unaccompanied minors do subsequently thereafter and come to be over-

represented in the statistics produced on missingness, the system and those 

employed within the system become “fatigued.”802 Their disappearances are 

framed as a disruption to the asylum regime, rather than as a consequence of 

it. 

The aim of technologies of biopower is usually described as managing pop-

ulations, but once again, specific nationalities, such as Moroccan unaccompa-

nied minors, are, by some, produced through discourses as pre-determined to 

go missing and thereby unmanageable. Despite having the same access to 

rights as other asylum-seeking children, the so-called fatigue experienced by 

the system can have consequences for the lived realities of those children. 

Lauren B. Wilcox warns us that, with contemporary practices of security, the 

produced demarcation of certain bodies as normal and other bodies as aber-

rant/unmanageable can have horrendous outcomes, as, “[v]iolence against 

these deviant bodies is made necessary in order to preserve these naturalized 

bodies.”803 Yet for those unaccompanied minors deemed to be “serious” and 

thereby “normal” asylum-seekers, technologies of power in the matrix form 

of biopower and pastoral power appear to want to keep and protect them 

within the system, as they are thought to belong to the system. As examined 

in Chapter 7, interviewees at the social services often emphasized the im-

portance of social relations with unaccompanied minors, not only in order to 

prevent disappearances, but throughout the asylum process, thereby prioritiz-

ing physical visibility over conceptual visibility within the system. Some of 

the interviewed social workers portrayed themselves as a governing mother 

within the welfare state, concerned for the wellbeing of the unaccompanied 

minors assigned to them. Once again, relationships that make the unaccompa-

nied minor feel visible and are built on empathy and trust are meant to keep 

the unaccompanied minor visible.  

Searching for missing unaccompanied minors, as expressed by one state 

employee working together with social services to locate missing children,804 

is tied to broader discourses portrayed as caring: lost children must be found, 

regardless of their reason for disappearing. Missingness must come to a clear 
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and concise end according to this strategy, a strategy that prioritizes the gov-

ernance of physical bodies over conceptual visibility within a system. This 

strategy prioritizes finding the individual embedded within the statistics, re-

gardless of the missing subject’s own wishes. As this is often framed in rela-

tion to the wellbeing of the unaccompanied minor, technologies of pastoral 

power are located, as we find that power is portrayed as “…exercised over a 

multiplicity in movement (a flock); it is fundamentally beneficent (caring for 

the flock), and it individualizes its subjects (knowing each member of the 

flock individually). A mobile, beneficent, and individualizing power.”805 The 

unaccompanied minor that is missing must be found and reincorporated back 

into the system, in which practices of surveillance and control are justified in 

the “…name of protecting the flock.”806 Preventing the disappearances of un-

accompanied minors is justified for the same reasons. However those who are 

already deemed to be missing before going missing may be “sacrificed” along 

the way.807 

This view, however, is not held by all employees who were interviewed at 

the social services. This thesis has found that, for some, missingness is still 

governed, it is just governed outside the “formal system” where governance 

is often expected to operate. Missingness is thus governed within the Swedish 

asylum regime through both formal and informal routes. As examined in depth 

in Chapter 7, there appears to be a tension in which some social services em-

ployees want to reincorporate the missing unaccompanied minor back into the 

system, while others choose to embrace the inbetweeness that missingness en-

tails within the system. This inbetweeness is embraced by keeping in touch 

with those who are formally registered as missing or expelled from the system. 

As one social worker explained in an interview, after their formal responsibil-

ity for an unaccompanied minor had ended, they will use different avenues to 

find out “…what’s happened, if he’s alive, why he disappeared.”808 Other in-

terviewees explained that missing unaccompanied minors sometimes get in 

touch with the social workers on their own accord, to check-in and tell them 

how they are doing or where they are,809 thereby partaking in the self-govern-

ance of their own missingness.  

Other employees within the social services would (in)formally view this 

missingness as a form of resistance to what is seen as an increasingly rigid 

asylum regime, at times hoping that those missing will have better luck seek-

ing asylum elsewhere.810 In this sense, there is still an emphasis on keeping 

the unaccompanied minor visible, but this visibility is seen as being unrelated 
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to formal governing logics. What matters in this case is the physicality and 

wellbeing of the missing subject, irrespective of their registered status in the 

system. This informal wellbeing status report can either be delivered by the 

unaccompanied minor themselves or investigated by the social worker. The 

point is, however, that despite being formally recognized as absconding within 

the system (or subsequently expelled), the missing subject might not be “miss-

ing” in relation to everyone. Authentic to its original Foucauldian understand-

ing, biopower and pastoral power are co-operating in this sense. Life in its 

genuine state becomes the target of this type of governance regardless of 

whether it exists within or outside the system, as the portrayed wellbeing of 

the missing subject is produced as the overall goal through discourses of em-

pathy and care.  

 

8.5 Final remarks  

In conclusion, this thesis has examined how the phenomena of missingness 

and governance relate to one another by looking at how missingness is gov-

erned within the Swedish asylum regime. It has delved into the different tech-

nologies of power that attempt to manage the uncertainty, complexity, and 

ambiguity of missingness, as produced through the discourses of state em-

ployees within the asylum regime. When embarking on writing this thesis, I 

strived to find answers to the following question: How is missingness gov-

erned within the Swedish asylum regime, and what does this tell us about dif-

ferent technologies involved in the governance of migration? This thesis has 

found that missingness is governed within the asylum regime in a multitude 

of ways. By challenging governance and its logics of presence and absence, 

governing logics have thereby grappled with the potentialities, actualities, and 

aftermath of missingness.  

The empirical research presented in this study has shown that similar tech-

nologies of power are found to be at play when missingness is governed, such 

as when migration in general is governed. Disciplinary power, biopower, and 

pastoral power are all present in the struggle to manage missingness. Yet in 

comparison to previous research focusing on one or two of these technologies 

of power, as shown in Chapter 3, this thesis has demonstrated that all three 

technologies of power can be found operating within the same site, sometimes 

irrespective of one another, sometimes simultaneously, and sometimes inter-

twined. When governing logics are disrupted by missingness or have the po-

tential to be disrupted by missingness, these three technologies of power can 

still be found in circulation, (in)formally deployed by state employees at-

tempting to manage missingness. Hence, by denying the state the status of a 

self-existent entity, and by engaging with a multitude of state employees, a 

more complex reading of governance is produced. As previously quoted in 
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this thesis, Reiko Shindo states, “[w]hat sovereign power cannot tolerate is the 

ambiguity of subjects.”811 Yet, through my findings, it appears that it some-

times does tolerate this, and sometimes it does not. Moreover, sometimes it 

does not know what it is doing. There appears to be a tension between how 

the missing subject is portrayed as governed and how missingness is gov-

erned, as displayed through my four main findings.  

First, despite being physically invisible, the missing subject is made con-

ceptually visible within the system. This enables the idea that the missing sub-

ject can become governable, even though the actual missing subject is no-

where to be found. The missing subject, when bureaucratized into a code, 

thereby becomes “known” and bureaucratically controllable within the case 

file. But parallel to this, missingness itself is governed through a multitude of 

responses, and through an interplay of different technologies of power. In 

practice, its complexity does not allow for a clear-cut answer that is reducible 

to a code. Despite the missing subject’s portrayal as bureaucratically graspa-

ble, state employees differ in their struggles and attempts to grasp its occur-

rence and existence. Thus, missingness can be found to be governed through 

technologies of power as control, in particular the potentiality of missingness 

for both unaccompanied minors and adults, but also the aftermath of missing-

ness for mainly adults in the form of detention centers. Missingness is, how-

ever, also facilitated at times, in that it is governed through the acceptance of 

its inevitable occurrence. The system has thereby adjusted to meet the chal-

lenges that it has been confronted with. And finally, regarding unaccompanied 

minors in particular, missingness is also governed through technologies of 

power as care, which are difficult to separate from technologies of power as 

control. Surprisingly, this implies that missingness is not only formally gov-

erned within Swedish asylum regime, but sometimes also informally gov-

erned.  

These findings speak to the necessity for research to unpack what it means 

when biopolitical governing logics are faced with uncertainty. By uncovering 

the gaps and breakages, and slippages between how the missing subject is 

portrayed as governed and how missingness is governed, the idea of the state 

as all-knowing and all-seeing is dismantled. A fragility is revealed, because 

through the reflections, emotions, and practices of state employees, we find 

that the “apparatus” is forced to stop, think, (re)categorize, (re)adjust, leave 

behind, and carry on when it is faced with uncertainty, despite official guide-

lines on how to (re)act. Although official procedures are put in place where 

the idea of the missing subject can now be governed, state employees appear 

to struggle with whether or not the physicality of the missing subject can and 

should be governed, as well as the space left behind and, at times, their per-

sonal role within this governance. Different technologies of power are found 

to be operating depending on how state employees interpret the way in which 
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they should (or should not) manage missingness. Although state employees 

are still constrained by overall governing logics even when attempting to resist 

these logics, this thesis offers a starting point for locating when and how these 

boundaries are pushed, as disruptions to governing logics have the possibility 

to change governing logics. The missing subject is also constrained by overall 

governing logics, even when resisting these logics. Going missing as undocu-

mented entails entering an “ungovernable” temporal/spatial milieu carved out 

by the system itself.  

Despite these constraints, governance appears to be messy, especially when 

we look at the unofficial discourses being produced in the corridors of every-

day bureaucratic institutions by state employees, whose practices impact the 

lived realities of those within (or currently avoiding) their gaze. Although I 

have only begun to scratch the surface, for interviewees working within the 

asylum regime in Sweden (not including social workers found to be resisting 

SMA decisions), disappearances appear to often be framed as an inevitable 

challenge or byproduct of the asylum regime, rather than as a consequence of 

it. Similarly, vulnerabilities appear to often be framed as being produced in 

the space outside the system, rather than being produced by the system itself. 

It would also be interesting to hear more perspectives from employees within 

the police, as they are tasked with governing the physicality of the missing 

subject to a much greater extent than are employees at the SMA or social ser-

vices. I thereby encourage future research endeavors to engage with this per-

spective as well.  

As a final remark on the findings in this thesis and the ways in which they 

have the potential to contribute to future research endeavors, the “mundanity 

of the everyday” in the hallways, receptions, interview rooms, and cafeterias 

of bureaucracy has led me to find very un-mundane inconsistencies within the 

system. Critical research that has made a breakthrough among scholars writing 

on migration has had a tendency to examine the ultimate manifestations of 

violence that asylum-seekers and migrants have suffered at the hands of the 

asylum regime. This research has focused on phenomena from the extremities 

of bare life, at one end of the spectrum, to the potentialities of agentic migrant 

resistance, at the other end.812 Yet by examining the microphysics of the eve-

ryday from the production and usage of specific terminologies to the estab-

lishment of specific routines in relation to missingness, this thesis acknowl-

edges that there is, of course, something to be said about the “slow violence 

of the everyday” within the asylum regime,813 regardless of whether that vio-

lence is produced directly and/or indirectly by the system itself.  

When looking within the system itself through the perspectives of state em-

ployees, beyond the extremities of direct violence and more in-depth within 

the “slowness of the everyday,” we find uncertainties and ambiguities in how 
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missingness is governed. By using the reflections, emotions, and routines re-

lated by the interviewed state employees themselves, the image of the well-

oiled asylum regime as a machine or a Jabberwocky is called into question.  

If, in this thesis, it had been taken for granted that the asylum regime is a well-

oiled machine, the opportunity to examine what is really at stake when the 

relationship between missingness and governance is dissected would have po-

tentially been missed. With regard to neoliberal governmentality and its gov-

erning logics, the findings in this thesis encourage future research endeavors 

to further examine how governing logics attempt to manage ambiguities and 

uncertainties. To what extent do governing logics incorporate uncertainties 

(such as uncertainties in the form of invisibilities) into their logics? If govern-

ing logics are disrupted, does the system itself adjust to the potentialities, ex-

istence and aftermath of these disruptions, thereby enacting a paradoxical per-

formance of control, as in the case of missingness in Sweden?  

By examining how missingness is governed, this thesis has studied the gov-

ernance of a space that is devoid of physical matter. Understanding this space, 

in relation to governing logics organized around presence or absence, is of 

importance to future research endeavors, as we live in a world where notions 

of presence and absence are increasingly and consistently being re-invented.  

For example, as shown through Critical Security Studies (CSS) research, the 

digitalized self (and thereby conceptual visibility) is increasingly taking on its 

own life form irrespective of the physicality of the human body,814 thereby 

changing governing logics as we previously “knew and recognized them.” 

Understanding the relationship between missingness and governance, and 

how missingness has the potential to both disrupt and alter governing logics, 

also enables us to address greater questions of resistance, including not only 

resistance to being asked to remain visible in the gaze of state institutions, but 

also resistance to being asked to remain invisible by state institutions. To what 

extent can neoliberal governmentality and its governing logics be resisted 

through disruptions, such as, in this case, missingness? Does finding leakages, 

breakages, and acts of resistance within the system itself provide opportunities 

for future positive and beneficial changes within the system, and for those 

whose lived realities are regularly being affected by the asylum regime as a 

whole? In my opinion, in a world where we are on a steep path toward an ever-

so dystopian future, nothing could be more rewarding than finding pockets 

where new and alternative political imaginaries might be possible. This is a 

call for future researchers and research endeavors to find them.   

 

 

 

                                                      
814 For more on this, please consult Chapter 3. 
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Appendix I: Swedish to English Translations 

Please note that the following document includes terms that I have translated 

from Swedish to English and have thereafter used in this thesis. They are in-

cluded in this appendix for reasons of transparency, as some of the terms either 

have a variety of possible translations or are terms mainly used in bureaucratic 

sites.  

 

 Ansökningsenhet: Application Unit 

 Asyl: asylum  

 Asylprövningsenhet: Asylum Unit 

 Avviken: absconding 

 Barn/barnet: children/child  

 Beslutsfattare: decisionmaker 

 Boende: accommodation center/facility 

 Fånga upp dem: gather them up 

 Försvunnen: missing 

 Förvar/förvaret: detention center (direct translation: storage) 

 Förvarstagna: detainees (direct translation: taken into storage) 

 Godman: appointed guardian  

 Gömd: hidden 

 Handläggare: caseworker 

 Har koll: in control of/over, overview 

 Journalanteckning: journal entry  

 Leva som gömd: live as hidden 

 Leva som papperslös: live as undocumented  

 Leva under jorden: live underground 

 Lever under jorden: living underground  

 Migrationskommittén: Migration Committee 

 Mottagningsenhet: Reception Unit  

 Myndigheten: the agency 

 Myndigheter: authorities  

 Papperslös/papperslösa: undocumented 

 Rådgivningsbyrån för asylsökande och flyktingar: Swedish Refugee 

Law Center 

 Svider: burns 

 Sätta sig över: trump  
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 Tjänsteanteckning: official entry  

 Ungdomar: teenagers 

 Utlänning: foreigner 

 Verkställa: execute/deport 

 Verkställighet: execution/deportation 

 Återvändandeenheten: Return Unit 

 Återvändandedirektivet: Return Directive  

 Övervakning: surveillance 
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Appendix II: Statistics on Abscondment 2015-

2021 

This table was provided via e-mail correspondence (see: Migrationsverket 

2021b) with the Swedish Migration Agency’s Statistics and Analysis Depart-

ment. It shows how many individuals were registered by the SMA as abscond-

ing between 2015 and 2021. Asylum-seekers registered as absconding are rep-

resented in the row entitled asyl (meaning asylum in Swedish): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summa av Antal avvikna Adressändring år

Ursprung Ärendekategori 2a 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 Totalsumma

- 19 21 12 26 13 30 20 141

Anknytning 104 73 88 94 150 99 79 687

Arbetsmarknad 105 124 155 213 185 111 106 999

Asyl 9678 7909 7276 7251 6260 5099 3119 46592

EU/EES 44 57 56 65 98 130 77 527

Okänd/Felreg 2 2 2 1 1 8

Studier 36 23 30 18 19 18 28 172

Tillfälligt besök 10 9 24 22 35 73 46 219

Verkställighetshinder 3 5 6 1 2 4 6 27

Visering 1 1 2 4

Återkallande 35 27 55 30 55 57 41 300

Tillfällig vistelse 1 1

Totalsumma 10037 8250 7705 7722 6820 5621 3522 49677
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Appendix III: List of Interviewees 

Please note that position/unit descriptions differ in the following table, as I 

allowed interviewees to define their position/unit of employment in a way that 

they felt would best protect their anonymity. For this reason as well, the geo-

graphical location of units/departments has been excluded from this thesis, as 

well as the dates of the interviews.  

 

 

 

 

 

Key for abbreviations:

E: Entry 

SMA: Swedish Migration Agency

SS: Social Services

P: Police

*: Difficult to classify

Interview Code Number of Interviewees Institution Position/Unit (as defined by interviwee)

E01 1 SMA Expert 

E02 1 SMA Employee at Asylum Unit

E03 1 SS Social Worker

E04 1 SMA Team Leader at Detention Center

E05 3 SS 1 Head of Unit & 2 Social Workers

E06 1 SS 1 Head of Unit 

E07 1 * Works with network created by Stockholm County Admin. Board

E08 1 SS Social Worker

E09 1 SMA Employee working with Return process

E10 1 * Caseworker at SMA & Social Worker

E11 1 SS Social Worker

E12 1 SS Social Worker

E13 1 * Works together with SS to locate unaccompanied minors

E14 1 P Police officer

E15 1 P Employee within the police

E16 1 SMA Employee at Return Unit

E17 1 SMA Employee at the Application Unit

E18 1 SMA Leadership position

E19 1 SMA Employee at Reception Unit

E20 1 SMA Caseworker at Asylum Unit

E21 1 SMA Experience from different units withn the SMA

E22 1 SMA Team Leader at Asylum Unit

E23 1 SS Social Worker

E24 1 SMA Experience from different units withn the SMA

E25 1 SMA Team Leader at Detention Center

E26 1 SMA Assistant Staff Worker at Detention Center

E27 1 SS Leadership position

E28 1 SS Leadership position

E29 1 SMA Employee at Reception Unit

E30 1 SMA Team Leader at Return Unit

E31 3 SS 1 Team Leader & 2 Social Workers

E32 1 SMA Employee at Detention Center

* 1 P (Police officer. Off the record, therefore not included in empirics)

Total number of interviewees: 40

17 individuals at SMA

14 individuals at SS

3 individuals at P

3 difficult to classify

3 later exlcuded

Interviews conducted that were later excluded from this thesis: 

1 employee within an NGO working with unaccompanied minors

1 employee within an NGO working with unaccompanied minors

1 employee at an accommodation center
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Appendix IV: Swedish Summary 

För en starkt kontrollerad och omfattande välfärdsstat som Sverige så kan det 

antas att inkorporeringen av befolkningen i ett byråkratiskt förvaltningssystem 

(och att hålla den där) skulle vara avgörande för dess övergripande funktion-

alitet. Antingen görs populationen till en del av systemet och är på så vis han-

terad inom det eller så är den exkluderad från systemet och hanteras därmed 

inte längre. När det svenska asylsystemet har försökt utöva kontroll över mi-

granter genom en skärpning av asylpolitiken har dock samma system visat att 

en striktare asylpolitik även leder till att fler asylsökande som får avslag för-

svinner. Det svenska asylsystemet tycks därmed paradoxalt nog delta i det 

(in)direkta skapandet och möjliggörandet av något jag kallar för missingness 

(“försvunnenhet”): ett tvetydigt rum som stör den övergripande logik enligt 

vilken befolkningen är antingen närvarande eller frånvarande inom ett byrå-

kratiskt system. Denna avhandling syftar till att undersöka styrningen av 

missingness inom det svenska asylsystemet. Genom att studera diskurser som 

produceras i intervjuer med statlig anställda som har hand om asylprocessen 

så utforskar avhandlingen hur statlig anställda vid tre olika myndigheter för-

söker hantera den osäkerhet som missingness innebär. Med hjälp av ett 

foucauldianskt perspektiv på makt analyseras styrningen av missingness i re-

lation till olika maktteknologier. Avhandlingen finner att olika tillstånd av 

missingness styrs på en rad olika sätt, genom disciplinär makt, biomakt, och 

pastoral makt. 
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