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Ambiguous Encounters: Revisiting Foucault and
Goffman at an Activation Programme for

Asylum-seekers
Katrine Syppli Kohl *

A B S T R A C T

This qualitative study combined the approaches of Foucault and Goffman to investi-
gate the consequences of a “roll-out” neoliberal “activation” programme on Denmark’s
reception of asylum-seekers. The analysis found that the activation programme is an
ambiguous technology of power intended to shape asylum-seekers into productive citi-
zens by simultaneously disciplining them and improving their health and well-being,
while using their labour to reduce costs. The strategic interactions in the job centre
reflected the ambiguities created by these oft-incongruent aims, and activation caused
conflicts as it amplified activities experienced as meaningless and humiliating. I argue
that these consequences stem from the ambiguity, uncertainty, and trouble produced
at the intersection of competing projects of rule in a “sensitive space”, and that the in-
dividualisation of responsibility for their own marginalisation, simultaneously serve to
exclude asylum-seekers and to confine them to categories that license continued insti-
tutional discipline. Thereby, the intervention feeds cyclical process of failed integration
and ill-fated interventions. Indeed, by individualising the responsibility for integration,
such interventions depoliticise the marginalisation of citizens of immigrant decent and
legitimise efforts to reduce immigration by fuelling problematisations of immigrants as
expensive, deviant, and less employable.
K E Y W O R D S : ambiguity, , asylum-seeker, accommodation centre, responsibilisation

1 . I N T R O D U C T I O N
Visitors entered the waiting room of the job centre of “Centre Woodside”1 through
a glass door with a pictogram. Centre Woodside was a large Danish accommodation
centre for asylum-seekers, operating from 2010 to 2017. The pictogram on the door
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summarised the job centre’s activities in an image depicting two stick figures of equal
shape and size. One figure held out a piece of paper, a contract, for which the other
figure reached out. From Monday to Friday the adult asylum-seekers of Woodside
would crowd the modest waiting room behind the door. They were not there to
argue their asylum case or to seek food, linen, or medical assistance. Instead, they
lined up for interviews with the activation employees tasked with administering the
asylum centre”s mandatory activation2 programme. Although the pictogram was
observed to show a simple transaction between equal actors, in reality, it masked the
ambiguity of the interactions that occurred behind the glass door.

Scholars researching refugee camps and accommodation centres have often noted
the ambiguities characterising these spaces and the subjects placed there. Many have
emphasised “deliberate” or at least politically opportune ambiguities that serve specif-
ic purposes. For instance, contesting city rights of Roma camp-dwellers3; simultan-
eously including and excluding Palestinian refugees in large host states such as
Jordan4 and Lebanon5; or allowing colonial administrators to control civilian popula-
tions in a manner that could be represented back home as protecting civilians from
war.6 Whether these ambiguities of spaces and practices of encampment are acknowl-
edged or not, they often stem from underlying tensions between incongruent logics
of care and control because refugees are ambiguously constructed as objects of care
and as security risks. While governmental interventions in camps and other spaces
singled out for development rarely bring about the promised effects (such as integra-
tion or poverty reduction), neither do they, generally, bring about the significant eco-
nomic or social transformations that such interventions are sometimes accused of
“masking”.7 In this article, I am less interested in tracing the extent to which the
stated aims of activation reflected the government’s “actual” political purpose.
Rather, I argue that its ambiguous political conceptualisation created the conditions
for its ambiguous practice and unintended consequences.

The Danish activation programme for adult asylum-seekers exemplified a “roll-
out” neoliberal power technique applied with the dual purpose of caring for and con-
trolling asylum-seekers. Roll-out neoliberalism is characterised by a combination of
depoliticised, technocratic, economic management, and deeply interventionist social
policies.8 The programme aimed to solve problems related to encampment by pro-
viding opportunities for meaningful activity to foster asylum-seekers’ agency and

2 Similar to workfare, “activation schemes” became widespread in Danish social and unemployment policy
from 1990. They usually entail an obligation for benefit recipients to perform unpaid work or attend voca-
tional training in exchange for their benefits.

3 G. Maestri, “Struggles and Ambiguities over Political Subjectivities in the Camp: Roma Camp Dwellers be-
tween Neoliberal and Urban Citizenship in Italy”, Citizenship Studies, 21(6), 640–656.

4 L. Oesch, “The Refugee Camp as a Space of Multiple Ambiguities and Subjectivities”, Political Geography,
60, 2017, 110–120.

5 N.M. Stel, “Lebanese–Palestinian Governance Interaction in the Palestinian Gathering of Shabriha, South
Lebanon–A Tentative Extension of the ‘Mediated State’ from Africa to the Mediterranean”, Mediterranean
Politics, 20(1), 2015, 76–96.

6 K. McConnachie, “Camps of Containment: A Genealogy of the Refugee Camp”, Humanity: An
International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and Development, 7(3), 2016, 304.

7 J. Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: “Development,” Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho,
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1994.

8 J. Peck & A. Tickell, “Neoliberalizing Space”, Antipode 34 (3), 2002, 380–404.
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their integration readiness. The 2003 launch of the programme was preceded by
over one decade of critiques on how encampment detrimentally affected asylum-
seeker health, mental well-being, moral character, skills, activity level, and depend-
ency on substances or outside support. As part of the roll-out neoliberal policies of
the liberal–conservative government at the time, the introduction of mandatory acti-
vation was implemented with the stated purpose to increase asylum-seekers’ self-
reliance and fitness for social integration in Denmark, or for orderly return to their
country of origin.9

This article combines the approaches of Foucault10 and Goffman11 to show what
occurred when Denmark acted to improve the integration prospects of asylum-
seekers by means of activation. The article does not evaluate the 2003 activation pro-
gramme but explores the power at play in the programme to elucidate the effects of
subjecting asylum-seekers to mandatory activation. I argue that the activation pro-
gramme amplifies the pressure on asylum-seekers by positioning them as subjects in
need of intervention and control and by limiting their disposable income and making
their income dependent on the performance of tasks of little value in the outside
world.

Consequently, rather than recognising the asylum-seekers’ skills and developing
their competencies, the programme often engenders humiliation, frustration, and
conflicts. Rather than fostering motivation, empowerment, and well-being, the pro-
gramme slowly erodes self-confidence and hope, counteracting the attempted pro-
duction of active, self-reliant future citizens. At a general level, the study
demonstrates the lack of ability of roll-out neoliberalism to remedy the problems of
camps and other sensitive spaces,12 by charting the productive ambiguities, complex-
ities and tensions of the intervention. The empirical investigation of the role of acti-
vation in Denmark’s reception of asylum-seekers show how roll-out neoliberal
interventions contributed to their marginalisation by individualising and thereby
depoliticising responsibility for their integration.

9 Act No. 292 of 30 April 2003 (Bill No. L 157 of 29 January 2003 regarding a reform of the activation-
and tuition efforts concerning adult asylum seekers, etc. and the system of periodic cash payments to asy-
lum seekers, etc.).

10 M. Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge & the Discourse on Language, New York, Pantheon, 1972;
M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish. The Birth of the Prison, New York, Vintage Books, 1975; M. Foucault,
“The Subject and Power”, Critical Inquiry 8(4), 1982, 777–795; M. Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, and
Problemizations: An Interview with Michel Foucault”, in P. Rabinow (ed.) The Foucault Reader, New
York, Pantheon, 1984; M. Foucault, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology: the Essential Works of Foucault,
1954-1984, vol. 2, London, Penguin, 1998; M. Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth; the Essential Works
of Foucault, 1954-1984, vol. 1, London, Penguin, 2000.

11 E. Goffman, “On Face-work: An Analysis of Ritual Elements in Social Interaction”, Psychiatry 18(3),1955,
213–231; E. Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, New York, Anchor Doubleday,1959;
E. Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates, Harmondsworth,
Penguin, 1961; E. Goffman,Frame Analysis: an Essay on the Organization of Experience, Harmondsworth,
Penguin, 1974; E. Goffman, “On Fieldwork”, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 18(2), 1989,
123–132.

12 E.C. Dunn & J. Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty and the Rule of Sensitive Spaces”, Antipode,46(1), 2014, 92–
109.
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2 . T H E D A N I S H A S Y L U M S Y S T E M
Denmark’s reception of asylum-seekers should be understood as shaped and
reshaped by several interlinked socio-political developments occurring since the
1980s. Whereas previous studies have focused on the shift from humanitarianism to
deterrence in Danish asylum policy,13 this paper investigates how contingent neoli-
beralisation processes have shaped the asylum accommodation system. Certainly, the
neoliberal desire to modernise the welfare state through streamlining and
cost-reduction played an important part in the original design of the accommodation
system in response to a steep increase in accommodation costs due to multiplying
arrivals of spontaneous asylum-seekers to Europe.14

2.1 Rationalities and development of the reception system
In the 1990s, the Ministry of Finance and the Public Accounts Committee called for
better management of the asylum system and recommended keeping prices in check
by increasing competition between asylum centre operators. Towards the end of the
20th century, roll-out neoliberalisation processes also reshaped other costly areas of
the Danish welfare state, inter alia in the form of active social and labour market poli-
cies, and of deeply interventionist social integration policies aiming to transform
immigrants in the image of the more labour market active majority population. True
to form, the local Danish branch of neoliberalism involved the extension and bolster-
ing of market logics, using austerity measures to cut public policy costs, and design-
ing interventions aiming to socialise individualised subjects and discipline the non-
compliant. However, immigrants became the target of even stricter and more inva-
sive measures than the majority population due to the intersection of roll-out neo-
liberal reforms and the neonationalism embodied and fuelled by the influential right-
wing anti-immigrant Danish People’s Party. Previous research showed the dominant
social imaginary of integration to be cast as simultaneously desirable and impossible,
leading to stigmatisation and marginalisation of immigrants in Denmark.15

Previous studies have demonstrated that asylumseeking in Denmark is fundamen-
tally shaped by uncertainty,16 and experienced by asylum-seekers as boring and
stressful.17 The idleness and boredom in asylum centres are structurally imposed.
With few exceptions, applicants must stay at an asylum-centre while their asylum ap-
plication is in process. Asylum-seekers are rarely allowed to work in Denmark, and
never before it has been determined if Denmark is responsible for examining their

13 E.g. R. Kreichauf, “Legal Paradigm Shifts and Their Impacts on the Socio-Spatial Exclusion of Asylum
Seekers in Denmark”, in B. Glorius and J. Doomernik (eds.) Geographies of Asylum in Europe and the Role
of European Localities. IMISCOE Research Series, Cham, Springer, 2020, 45–67.

14 K.S. Kohl, Asylaktivering og Ambivalens: Forvaltningen af Asylansøgere på Asylcentre, PhD dissertation,
Department of Sociology, University of Copenhagen, 2015.

15 E.g. M. Rytter, “Writing against Integration: Danish Imaginaries of Culture, Race and Belonging”, Ethnos
84(4), 2019, 678–697; A. Kublitz, “The Ongoing Catastrophe: Erosion of Life in the Danish
Camps”, Journal of Refugee Studies 29(2), 2016, 229–249.

16 Z. Whyte, In Process: An Ethnography of Asylumseeking in Denmark, D.Phil. thesis, Wolfson College, 2009.
17 Z. Whyte, B.R. Larsen & K. Fog Olwig, “New Neighbours in a Time of Change: Local Pragmatics and

the Perception of Asylum Centres in Rural Denmark”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 45(11),
2019, 1953–1969; K. Vitus, “Waiting Time: The De-Subjectification of Children in Danish Asylum
Centres”, Childhood 17(1), 2010, 26–42.

180 � Katrine Syppli Kohl j Ambiguous Encounters

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/rsq/article/39/2/177/5864822 by D

anish R
egions user on 10 Septem

ber 2021



asylum application. The waiting time spent inside the centres vary significantly by na-
tionality and specifics of the case, from months to decades. Rejected asylum-seekers
become stuck in the asylum system if there are obstacles to deportation and they are
unwilling or unable to leave.18 These individuals tend to suffer from deteriorating
mental and physical health19 and social life,20 and have been found to have a 3.4
times higher rate of suicide attempt than Danish residents.21

Similar to other European reception facilities for asylum-seekers and migrants, the
Danish asylum centres are imbued with the at times conflicting objectives of caring
for and controlling asylum-seekers.22 Frequently established inside repurposed insti-
tutions, the asylum centres allow the welfare state to house and feed asylum-seekers
to ensure they are reasonably healthy and available for interviews and – if need be –
for deportation. Rather than integrating the services for asylum-seekers in the social
system of the comprehensive Danish welfare state, the designers chose the neoliberal
approach of treating their social problems as emergencies and outsourcing the inter-
vention to a humanitarian actor.23

Although neoliberalisation and control have played prominent roles from the out-
set, the seriousness of the often-conflicting goal of caring for asylum seekers ought
not to be dismissed. In the early 1980s, the comprehensive Danish welfare state iden-
tified asylum-seekers as a new, vulnerable group in need of social services.
Furthermore, the design of the accommodation system was undertaken with an eye
to the 1983 Aliens Act, which international observers referred to as “the world’s
most liberal asylum legislation”.24 Among other improvements to the treatment of
refugees, this act transferred the responsibility for asylum-seekers from the police to
a civil agency under the Ministry of Justice.

Nevertheless, the objective of care would frequently be undermined by rivalling
objectives. For instance when the neoliberal concern with cost-reduction and fluctua-
tions in the number of asylum-seeker arrivals lead authorities to open and close
centres to avoid excess capacity.25 Especially for children, the resulting movements
between centres have been seen to contribute to the asylum system’s documented

18 T. Gammeltoft-Hansen, “Forord”, in M. C. Bendixen, Asylcenter Limbo. En Rapport om
Udsendelseshindringer, København, Refugees Welcome, 2011.

19 Whyte notes that there is a fairly clear correlation in Denmark “between the average length of time asy-
lum seekers are kept waiting and the health-related expenses incurred by the state in treating them.”
Whyte, In process, 2009, 245.

20 T. Filges, E. Montgomery & M. Kastrup, “The Impact of Detention on the Health of Asylum-seekers: A
Systematic Review”, Research on Social Work Practice 28, 2016, 399–414;K. Vitus, “Zones of Indistinction:
Family Life in Danish Asylum Centres”,Distinktion: Scandinavian Journal of Social Theory, 12(1), 2011,
95–112.

21 M.A. Staehr & E. Munk-Andersen, “Suicide and Suicidal Behavior among Asylum Seekers in Denmark
during the Period 2001-2003. A Retrospective Study”, Ugeskrift for Læger, 168(17), 2006, 1650–1653.

22 A. Szczepanikova, “Between Control and Assistance: The Problem of European Accommodation Centres
for Asylum Seekers”,International Migration51(4), 2013, 130–143.

23 See also M. Lipsky & S.R. Smith, “When Social Problems are Treated as Emergencies”, Social Service
Review 63(1), 1989, 5–25.

24 T. Gammeltoft-Hansen, “Refugee Policy as ‘Negative Nation Branding’: The Case of Denmark and the
Nordics”, K. Fischer & H. Mouritzen, Danish Foreign Policy Yearbook 2017, Copenhagen, DIIS – Danish
Institute for International Studies, 2017, 99–119.

25 Kohl, Asylaktivering og Ambivalens, 113.
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detrimental effects on health and well-being.26 Revisiting the public records from the
1980s, revealed the most prominent concerns at the time to be reducing the cost of
providing limited, emergency care, inhibiting “premature” social integration, and
maintaining standards sufficiently uncomfortable to avoid “pulling” additional
asylum-seekers to Denmark.27 The latter market-related concern is also reflected in
the low level of allowances for asylum-seekers, which may cover the most basic
necessities of life but does not support a standard of living deemed “attractive” to
individuals from less affluent parts of the world.28

Generally, the spatial segregation is experienced as confining, especially because
the cost of public transportation far exceeds what most asylum-seekers can afford.
While they are often interpreted as designed specifically for segregation and
deterrence, the story behind the remote location and often poor condition of the
centres’ built environments is more complicated. The low standards reflect in-built
expectations of temporality and exceptionalism,29 but the location of the centres
also hinges on the lower cost and larger availability of buildings suitable for
accommodating larger groups of people in rural locations, during a period of
centralisation and military reorganisation and cutbacks. Furthermore, authorities
had experienced the city-based asylum centres as too attractive for persons other
than the intended residents. Since the early 2000s, the neoliberal desire to increase
operator competition and responsiveness and to benefit from economies of scale has
had spatial implications for the size and locations of asylum centres, because it has
led authorities to outsource the operation of some centres to local municipalities in
rural Denmark.

Finally, neoliberalism’s increased concerns over the costs of the employment gap
between immigrants and natives30 intertwined with neonationalism and the post-9/
11 securitisation of migration, spurring attempts to reduce immigration through vari-
ous deterrence measures. A key case is the severely reduced social benefit for refu-
gees (“start aid”) introduced in 2002, which appealed to both neonationalists and
neoliberals. According to a quantitative study of its effects,31 the “start aid”-reform
not only led to a sharp short-run increase in labour earnings and employment, but
also made women withdraw from the labour force, and caused a large and persistent

26 S.S. Nielsen, M. Nørredam, K.L. Christiansen, C. Obel, J. Hilden & A. Krasnik, “Betydning af Opholdstid
og Antal Flytninger på Asylbørns Psykiske Helbred - Sekundærpublikation”, Ugeskrift for Læger, 171(12),
2009, 981–984. See also V. Canning, “Degradation by Design: Women and Asylum in Northern
Europe”, Race & Class, 61(1), 46–63.

27 Kohl, Asylaktivering og Ambivalens, 83; Cf. N. Gill, “Presentational State Power: Temporal and Spatial
Influences over Asylum Sector Decisionmakers”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 34(2),
2009, 215–233.

28 C. Juul, “Rettigheder, Pligter og Motivationsfremmende Foranstaltninger”, in K. Vitus & S.S. Nielsen
(eds.) Asylbørn i Danmark. En Barndom i Undtagelsestilstand, København, Hans Reitzels Forlag, 2011,
193–210.

29 K.S. Kohl, “Making a Familial Care-worker: The Gendered Exclusion of Asylum-seeking Women in
Denmark”, Gender, Place & Culture (forthcoming).

30 M.L. Schultz-Nielsen, “Labour Market Integration of Refugees in Denmark”, in A. Damm & O. Åslund
(eds.) Nordic Economy Policy Review – Labour Market Integration in the Nordic Countries, Copenhagen,
Nordic Council of Ministers, 2017, 520.

31 L.H. Andersen, C. Dustmann & R. Landersø, “Lowering Welfare Benefits: Intended and Unintended
Consequences for Migrants and their Families”, Copenhagen, Rockwoolfonden Study Paper 4, 2019.
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drop in disposable income for most households. Furthermore, it had other detrimen-
tal effects on integration such as a sharp increase in property crime. Finally, refugee
children’s likelihood of being enrolled in childcare or preschool, their performance in
language tests, and their years of education decreased, while teenagers’ crime rates
increased. Qualitative studies have shown the main consequences of “start aid” to be
increased misrecognition, poverty, and inequality.32

The contentiousness of the Danish integration policy was reflected in the turbu-
lent history of the “start aid”, which was abolished in 2012, only to be reintroduced
after the general elections of 2015 as the “integration benefit”. In early 2019, the
benefit was further reduced and relabelled “self-support and repatriation benefit” as
part of the “paradigm shift reform” of Danish immigration policy that changed the
overall perspective of Danish asylum policies from integration to repatriation.

2.2. The 2003 activation programme
The increased political and cultural preoccupation with integration throughout the
1990s led to problematisations of the “passive life” in the accommodation system as
detrimental to the future social integration of former asylum-seekers. Like the asylum
system torn between care and control, the Danish activation programme for adult
asylum-seekers was born with a tension: One stated objective was to “improve inte-
gration” by making asylum-seekers sufficiently happy and healthy to prevent their in-
tegration prospects from being harmed by their stay in the centres. Meanwhile, there
was an absence of political will to give asylum-seekers access to the labour market.33

Therefore, the “meaningful activities” that had been demanded by asylum-seekers,
centre operators, politicians, and experts became translated to 20 weekly hours of
mandatory education and vocational training (“internships”), mostly taking place in-
side the asylum centres. The reform was designed by a working group consisting of
ministerial employees and Red Cross managers.

The activation reform spurred a number of new or repurposed spaces within the
asylum system. “Job centres” emerged inside the asylum centres, run by the centre
operators and funded by the government. A new group of employees were charged
with designing new or repurposed activities and make contracts with all adult
asylum-seekers within a week of arrival. None of the activation employees I encoun-
tered during my study were trained social workers. When possible, the Red Cross
recruited activity employees with cross-cultural experience and relevant language
skills.

With its emphasis on changing asylum-seekers into active, responsible, self-reliant,
and integration ready individuals, the activation reform drew on a roll-out neoliberal
rationality. Against the wish of the Red Cross, the activation effort was funded by
reducing the asylum-seekers’ allowances to a level presented as “more compatible
with the start-aid’s lower level of public support for recognized refugees”.34

32 E.g. F. Ghosh & S. Juul, “Lower Benefits to the Refugees in Denmark: Missing recognition?”, Social Work
& Society 6(1), 2008, 88–105.

33 Ministry of Integration, Rapport om en Styrket Aktiverings- og Undervisningsindsats pa˚ Asylcentrene,
Copenhagen, Ministry of Integration, 2002.

34 Danish Red Cross, Når en Flygtning Banker På – Scener fra 25 års asylarbejde I Dansk Røde Kors,
Copenhagen, 2009, 79.
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Meanwhile, the Red Cross supported introducing a neoliberal principle of reciprocity
– making allowances dependent on participation in activation – because they wanted
the reform to enable operators to reward “the good” asylum-seekers who lived up to
their pre-existing obligation to help clean and maintain the common areas of the
centre. In spite of the allowance-reduction, the Red Cross counts the funds secured
for activities via the activation reform among its victories.35 According to one Red
Cross manager interviewed for this study, the reform had observable beneficial
effects on the behaviour of asylum-seekers, who ceased to sleep through the day.

Neonationalism made its mark on the activation programme after the initial im-
plementation, in a way that would clash with the objectives of integration and
improved well-being. Originally, a significant part of the educational component of
the activation programme was supposed to be Danish language classes because the
objective of the activation reform was to prepare asylum-seekers for social integration
in Denmark. However, in 2005, Danish was replaced by English, based on an initia-
tive from the Danish People’s Party, who argued that Danish lessons would “create
false hopes” among the majority of asylum-seekers who would not be granted
asylum.

Evidently, the activation reform was marked by several overlapping and intersect-
ing rationalities and projects of control, which were mutually imbricated in the pro-
duction of new terrains of rule, regulation and power. While control of costs and of
programme attendance played a prominent part, the objective of improving the living
conditions of asylum-seekers, and thereby their health and well-being should not be
seen as merely sugarcoating the “actual” purpose of exploiting their labour and mak-
ing their lives miserable for the purpose of deterrence.36 Yet, as the analysis will
show, control-related concerns impacted fundamentally on the ability of the activa-
tion programme to deliver on its care-related objectives.

3 . M E T H O D S A N D D A T A
Data for this article was collected in connection with a larger study on the topic of
encampment and activation of asylum-seekers in Denmark. The aim of the article
was to complement a “top-down” governmentality analysis of the rationalities of the
activation reform, with a “bottom-up” analysis of how individuals in a specific institu-
tion react to such ideals of government.37 To adequately analyse these dual levels of
policy and practice, a qualitative study was designed to collect and process several
types of qualitative data.

First, the governmentality analysis was based mainly on the legal and administra-
tive documents on the activation programme of 2003, supplemented by 15 semi-
structured background interviews with individuals with historical knowledge of the
reform and the system it replaced. The information obtained through these inter-
views were used as factual information on governmental practices and accounts of

35 Danish Red Cross, Når en flygtning banker på.
36 Cf. Ferguson, the Anti-politics Machine.
37 Cf. I. Hacking, “Between Michel Foucault and Erving Goffman: between Discourse in the Abstract and

Face-to-face Interaction”,Economy and Society,33(3), 2004, 278.
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non-subjective means-end deliberations.38 The purpose of including an analysis of
the legislation and other documents of the activation reform was to identify its tech-
niques and objectives, as well as the underlying assumptions regarding the nature of
asylum-seekers and their problems. The relevant legal and administrative documents
were obtained through a public records disclosure request and extensive searches of
libraries and official Danish databases of political and legal documents.39

Second, the primary data of the analysis of the practice level comprised more than
200 pages of field notes from participant observations in and around the job centres
of two of the largest Danish accommodation centres for asylum-seekers, Centre
Woodside and Centre Greenhill.40 In the interest of triangulation,41 these field
observations have been supplemented with four individual interviews and two focus
group discussions between activated asylum-seekers and staff and managers involved
in asylum-seeker activation.

My presence in the field was negotiated with the Danish Red Cross, asylum
centre operator and primary gatekeeper.42 We agreed that I would help the activation
employees in exchange for access to observing their interaction with the centre’s resi-
dents. My main tasks were to open and lock up workshops, take attendance, and
supervise the second-hand shop. This arrangement gave me privileged access to the
world of activation employees but it came with a price, as most asylum-seekers per-
ceived me as an activation employee – a member of a more powerful group able to
take their money away – which had implications on my ability to obtain their views
on the activation.

The aim of the participant observation was to observe how the individuals inter-
acting in the job centres responded to the activation programme. According to
Goffman, the core of participant observation is subjecting yourself and your body,
personality, and social situation to the set of contingencies that play upon a set of
individuals to observe their behaviour and sense what they are responding to.43

Participant observation is especially well suited to study actions and interactions and
particularly for the study of politicised or routinised practices, where there may be a
discrepancy between what people are willing or able to tell you and what they actual-
ly do. The participant observation was approximately 4.5 months of moderate en-
gagement with the field44: three days per week observing interviews and assisting job
centre staff with practical tasks in and around the job centre.

38 P. Triantafillou, Metodologiske Problemstillinger I Michel Foucaults genealogiske magt- og frihedsanalytik: Ti
bud, the Department of Social Sciences, Roskilde University, Research Paper no.5, 2005, 22.

39 These databases can be accessed at retsinformation.dk (legislation) and thedanishparliament.dk (legisla-
tive history, administrative documents, and transcripts of parliamentary debates).

40 Both names are aliases. The observations were carried out between the summer of 2011 and the spring of
2012.

41 L. Tanggaard Pedersen & S. Brinkmann, Kvalitative Metoder: En Grundbog, København, Hans Reitzel,
2010, 493.

42 C.L. Reeves, “A Difficult Negotiation: Fieldwork Relations with Gatekeepers”, Qualitative
Research, 10(3), 2010, 315–331.

43 Goffman, “On Fieldwork”, 125
44 Cf. K.M. DeWalt, B.R. DeWalt & C.B. Wayland, “Participant Observation”, in Handbook of Methods in

Cultural Anthropology, Walnut Creek, CA, Altamira Press, 1998, 259–299.
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The activation was not deemed sufficiently important to merit the very expensive
use of professional translators. Therefore, the job centre interviews were conducted
in Danish, English, the employee’s second language, or sign language using picto-
grams when no lingua franca could be found. Unlike in some other Danish asylum
centres, asylum-seekers would intern in the job centre by translating for their peers.
My field notes focused on what was being said in languages I was familiar with
(Danish, English, German) during the interview. I also described the setting, rules,
tasks, and whatever occurred in and around the job centre. Bringing an interpreter
would have helped to understand the asylum-seekers, but this approach would have
had implications such as restricting my focus to speakers of one or a few languages
and presenting the asylum-seekers to me in a radically different manner from how
they appeared to the activation employees.

The two group interviews with staff and asylum-seekers were included in the
study to triangulate my observations from the job centres. These interviews allowed
the main activation programme stakeholders to reflect with each other on issues
selected by me on the basis of my observations from the job centre.
Methodologically, focus group interviews are between individual interviewing and
participant observation because the moderator introduces themes, and observes the
interactions among the group discussing them.45 My motivation for conducting
group interviews was a desire to spur discussions between my participants that might
help provide insights into the socially acceptable means of discussing activation with-
in each group.46 The employees were interviewed in Danish and the asylum-seekers
were interviewed in English because they were either fluid or native English
speakers.

The data set resulting from the aforementioned data collection is expansive, and
the desire to draw on all parts of it in the same analysis has implications for how I
used the data. The document analysis of the activation reform is based on a few se-
lect “monuments”47 such as the report from the working group designing the new
activation system.48 Regarding the participant observation, I use small excerpts from
my observations in and around the job centre in a format that reads more like inter-
view quotes than the thick descriptions derived from fieldwork. The individual and
group interviews were mainly used for triangulation purposes.49

4 . R E V I S I T I N G F O U C A U L T A N D G O F F M A N
Although Foucault and Goffman have been household names for researchers of refu-
gee camps and similar institutions for decades, the analytical potential of combining

45 D.L. Morgan, Focus Groups as Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage, 1997.
46 Cf. D.H. Currie & D.M. Kelly, “Group Interviews: Understanding Shared Meaning and Meaning-

making”, in S. Delamont (ed.) Handbook of Qualitative Research in Education, Cheltenham, UK, Edward
Elgar, 2012, 408.

47 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 1972, 7.
48 Ministry of Integration, Rapport om en Styrket Aktiverings- og Undervisningsindsats pa˚ Asylcentrene.
49 Cf. M.Q. Patton, “Enhancing the Quality and Credibility of Qualitative Analysis”, Health Services

Research, 34, 1999, 1189–1208.
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their approaches is far from exhausted.50 In combination, their concepts enable the
researcher to examine mobile power relations and their role in making up
individuals.51

In spite of their significant influence on the field, researchers of refugees and mi-
gration have rarely proceeded beyond the concepts of Foucault’s “dispositive” and
Goffman’s “total institutions”. Nevertheless, Goffman’s microsociological concepts of
face-work,52 framework of contact,53 frame tension,54 and impression management55 are
as useful for studying the institutions of the asylum regime as the primary and second-
ary adjustments and mortification of the self that occur within total institutions.56

Similarly, approaching activation as a foucauldian technique of power entails consider-
ing how various elements of economic and social reality are combined according to a
set of specific rules for the purpose of governing others.57 Adding microsociology to
a governmentality study of the activation policy enables me to explain the localised
social effects of governing asylum-seekers through activation. This microsociological
intervention helps elucidate everyday life inside a camp in a more nuanced manner
than Agamben’s concepts of bare life58 and state of exception59 that have been used
by many camp scholars.60 To be clear, the microsociologically observable rationales
are no more real than the rationalities embedded in the governmental framework.
They are simply two aspects of the same phenomenon.

Similar to Foucault, Goffman posits that who individuals can be and what individ-
uals can do are at once fluid and determined by structure. Yet, Goffman’s contribu-
tion to the study of power has been less widely acknowledged than Foucault’s.61

Nevertheless, Goffman’s approach is unsurpassed for analysing the individual con-
duct that discloses the character of abstractions such as organisations and social
structures.62 According to Goffman,63 who individuals are depends on how others

50 E.g. L.H. Malkki, “Refugees and Exile: from ‘Refugee Studies’ to the National Order of Things”,Annual
Review of Anthropology, 24(1), 1995, 495–523; R. Lippert, “Governing Refugees: The Relevance of
Governmentality to Understanding the International Refugee Regime”, Alternatives,24(3), 1999,
295–328; Z. Whyte, “Enter the Myopticon: Uncertain Surveillance in the Danish Asylum System”,
Anthropology Today, 27(3), 2011, 18–21; McConnachie, “Camps of Containment”; R. Larruina &
H. Ghorashi, “The Normality and Materiality of the Dominant Discourse: Voluntary Work Inside a
Dutch Asylum-seeker Center”, Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 14(2), 2016, 220–237; Kohl,
Asylaktivering og Ambivalens; L. Lemaire. “Islands and a Carceral Environment: Maltese Policy in Terms
of Irregular Migration” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 12(2), 2014, 143–160.

51 Hacking, “Between Michel Foucault and Erving Goffman”; see also S.E. Cahill, “Toward a Sociology of
the Person”, Sociological Theory, 16(2), 1998, 131–148.

52 Goffman, “On Face-work”.
53 Goffman, Asylums, 321.
54 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 274.
55 Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 1.
56 Goffman, Asylums.
57 Cf. F. Ewald, “Insurance and Risk”, in G. Burchell, C. Gordon & P. Miller (eds.) The Foucault Effect: Studies in

Governmentality, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1991; Foucault, “TheSubject and Power”.
58 G. Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1998.
59 G. Agamben, State of Exception Vol. 2, Chicago, University of Chicago, 2005.
60 Cf. Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”.
61 R. Jenkins, “Erving Goffman: a Major Theorist of Power?”, Journal of Power 1(2), 2008, 157–168.
62 T. Burns, Erving Goffman, London, Routledge, 1992, 21.
63 Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 1.
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perceive and treat them. He stresses the deliberate and strategic aspects of face-to-
face interactions while maintaining that structural restraints limit actions.

Foucault conceptualises power as a network of mobile power relations relevant to the
formation of subjectivities.64 Goffman contributes a vocabulary for understanding the
strategic interaction of individuals engaged in impression management in their encoun-
ters with others.65 Goffman shows that inmates of “total institutions” such as hospitals,
army barracks, and monasteries have agency, albeit an agency formed by the restraining
structures of the institution they inhabit. Acknowledging the ambiguities characterising
refugee camps and other “sensitive spaces”, Dunn and Cons66 suggest that such a
“burdened” agency results from people having to navigate between competing projects
of rule. Approaching camps and centres as sites permeated by mobile power relations
fuelled by the competing interests, viewpoints, and instruments of actors such as medical
or development nongovernmental organisations, militias, and state representatives facili-
tates the understanding of the frequent clashes and failure of their interventions.

My study of the policy and practice of activation uses Foucault’s four dimensions
of self-government,67 which have previously been adapted to the study of govern-
mental programmes68: 1) the part of the self/behaviour concerned with ethical con-
duct; 2) the procedures and practical techniques used to govern the self or others; 3)
the moral principles and truths justifying the practice; and 4) the objectives of the
governmental intervention. Teasing out these dimensions in a concrete programme
makes for a detailed analysis of the inherent governmental ideals that will often be in
stark contrast to the nitty-gritty realities playing out at the level of practice. To be
clear, Foucault never claimed that government programmes achieve the effects
intended by their planners. Yet, Goffman’s seminal work on Asylums often provides
the clearest understanding of why they fail.

Therefore, although I intend to explore beyond the concept of the total institu-
tion, I am not altogether abandoning it. Danish asylum centres qualify as total institu-
tional settings – not least due to their geographical seclusion, formal enrolment
procedures, bureaucratic management of people “in blocks”, and their (albeit feeble)
attempts to make a change in their residents.69 A Goffman-inspired perspective on
the problems of breakdowns and aid dependency among institutionalised individuals
is that they arise from mortification, or degradation, of the asylum-seeking self.
According to Goffman, total institutions

. . . disrupt or defile precisely those actions that in civil society have the role of
attesting to the actor and those in his presence that he has some command
over his world – that he is a person with “adult” self-determination, autonomy,
and freedom of action.70

64 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”.
65 Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.
66 Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”, 99.
67 Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth, 263–265.
68 M. Dean, “Governing the Unemployed Self in an Active Society”, International Journal of Human Resource

Management, 24(4), 1995, 564–565.
69 Cf. Goffman, Asylums.
70 Ibid., 47.
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According to Goffman, the structural conditions gnawing at the institutionalised
self include being segregated and dispossessed of access to roles other than the sub-
missive and suppliant “inmate”71 and living under the authority of employees who
are gatekeepers to everything from envelopes and workshops to permission to use
the phone. The economy of action of the “inmates” is disrupted because all daily
activities must be scheduled according to an inflexible plan created by others,72 and
they are often forced to live and socialise with individuals, or to perform tasks, below
their accustomed social status. Although these processes of humiliation may make
“inmates” bend to the will of staff and management, they may also adjust their behav-
iour to the institution in an unintended, secondary, manner.73

The activation programme is an example of an individualising technique framed
by the ambiguous space of government that is the asylum centre. As noted by
Pyysiäinen, Halpin and Guilfoyle,74 neoliberal government and “responsibilisation”
are extended through discursive problemisations of existing social practices. These
discourses frame problems, such as stemming from insufficient self-governance or re-
sponsibility-taking.75 On the level of the encounter, Goffman’s notion of framework
of contact allows us to analyse the conduct ideals and tensions that engender conflict,
ambiguity, and mortification within total institutions.76 Goffman defines the frame-
work of contact as the patterned expectations shaping and distorting encounters be-
tween individuals. Frameworks of contact help participants understand what to
expect from each other and how to behave in a given situation.77 However,
“characteristic pressures” inhibit the realisation of the ideals of conduct inherent in
these frameworks, and deviations from them have “characteristic reverberations”.78

Issues of time and space are at the heart of the design and lived experience of the
total institution. Foucault’s work on the governmental ideals informing disciplinary
apparatuses showed how disciplinary technology optimises productivity through
techniques such as timetables and spatial divisions that allow the mastering of time
and space by sequencing them and by allocating bodies to shifts.79 This design ena-
bles efficient and productive use of large numbers of people. Yet, writing on the so-
cial world of the “inmates”, Goffman describes a strong feeling among “inmates” that
time spent inside the total institution is wasted due to social disconnection and lack
of access to gains of outside value such as money, marriage, or certified training.80

He likens the total institution to a “dead sea in which little islands of vivid, encaptur-
ing activity appear” and contends that “sufficiently engrossing and exciting activities
may help the individual withstand the psychological stress usually engendered by

71 Ibid., 45.
72 Ibid., 43.
73 Ibid., 176.
74 J. Pyysiäinen, D. Halpin & A. Guilfoyle, “Neoliberal Governance and ‘Responsibilization’ of Agents:

Reassessing the Mechanisms of Responsibility-shift in Neoliberal Discursive Environments”, Distinktion:
Journal of Social Theory, 18(2), 2017, 215–235.

75 See also Peck & Tickell, “Neoliberalizing Space”.
76 Goffman, Asylums, 284
77 Ibid., 294
78 Ibid., 283
79 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 144–148.
80 Goffman, Asylums, 67
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attacks upon the self by lifting the participants out of themselves”.81 Nevertheless,
some forms of (often illicit) behaviour – such as sex, gambling, substance abuse, or
appropriating organisational resources for private purposes – can act as rescue vessels
for the soul, by creating a space for agency inside the total institution. Thus,
Goffman offers another take on the subjectivities emerging in camps due to resist-
ance against power than that of later studies82 on issues of political mobilisation and
citizenship in camp spaces.

Finally, the combination of Foucault and Goffman makes it comprehensible why
camps tend to slide from “crisis heterotopias” into “heterotopias of deviation”.83 In
our time, transforming refugees in refugee camps84 are not only a matter of isolating
them from society during the rite de passage of status change (from stranger to citi-
zen). Rather, the encampment itself brings about social processes of stigmatisation
and deviance production.85 After all, the imposed idleness of the asylum centre con-
stitutes one of the capital sins of the age of neoliberalisation.

5 . G O V E R N M E N T A L I T Y O F T H E 2 0 0 3 A C T I V A T I O N P R O G R A M M E
Foucault’s work on the relation between power and knowledge is helpful in elucidat-
ing the conditions of possibility for the activation program. As mentioned, problem-
atisations86 of the social integration of immigrants had become ubiquitous in Danish
politics and debate. Framed by the integration discourse, the asylum centres had
gained a reputation of damaging the integration prospects of asylum-seekers by caus-
ing passivity, crime, and breakdowns among them. A common thought-space had
evolved between policy makers, camp administrators, asylum-seekers, and research-
ers who blamed these problems on inactivity and looked towards “meaningful
activity” as the natural solution.

Similar to other initiatives in Danish social policy in the early 2000s, the activation
reform emphasised neoliberal principles of “responsibilisation” and reciprocity.87

Rather than rolling-back government interventions and relying on the invisible hand
of the (labour) market, this new technology of government was characterised by the
foregrounding of deeply-interventionist roll-out neoliberal policy objectives that
drew on imaginaries of asylum-seekers as deviant subjects unlikely to act in the com-
mon interest, if allowed autonomy. Objectives of responsibilisation, reciprocity, and
self-reliance were subordinated conflicting objectives of preventing the “pre-mature”
integration of asylum-seekers by means of segregation and exclusion from the labour

81 Ibid., 67–68
82 K. Rygiel, “Politicizing Camps: Forging Transgressive Citizenships in and through Transit”, Citizenship

Studies, 16(5–6), 2012, 807–825.
83 M. Foucault, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, Essential works of Foucault 1954-1984, Vol. 2, London:

Penguin Books, 2000, 175–185.
84 Cf. C.A. Mortland, “Transforming Refugees in Refugee Camps’, Urban Anthropology and Studies of

Cultural Systems and World Economic Development, 16(3/4), 1987, 375–404.
85 See also H.S. Becker, Outsiders – Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, New York, The Free Press, 1963.
86 Foucault, “Polemics, Politics and Problemizations”, 381.
87 See also S. Juul, “Incentives, Contract Policy, and Disrespect: a Critical Normative Analysis of Changes in

Welfare Policy Leading to the Disrespect of Ethnic Minorities in Denmark”,Distinktion: Scandinavian
Journal of Social Theory,13(1), 2012, 61–76.
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market. As mentioned, the working group behind the activation reform proposed a
mandatory activation programme rather than self-reliance through access to ordinary
employment because its mandate was to create options for meaningful activity for
asylum-seekers without work permits.88 Therefore, the reform focused on providing
asylum-seekers with a wider range of activity options within the existing system.

Foucault’s analytic of power allows us to analyse the objectives and assumptions
of policies and interventions to reveal the modes of objectification that underpin
them.89 According to Foucault, through these processes of objectification, a variety
of presumed behavioural dispositions and moral attitudes are simultaneously pro-
jected on certain subjects and singled out for intervention.

From a governmentality perspective, activation can be understood as an individu-
alising and disciplinary technique with a bio-political purpose. It aims to improve the
quality of prospective citizens by influencing their capacities and desires in a manner
that prepares them for carving out space for themselves in the Danish labour market.
It is a liberal technique in the sense that it intends to work on the choices of free
individuals and to improve their health, productivity, and well-being.

The objective of activation is the making of active asylum-seekers ready for integra-
tion in Denmark. The activation reform is based on an ideal of citizenship where
good citizens are self-reliant and active in the labour market. The assumption that ac-
tivation leads to integration readiness and improved well-being indicates that the
moral principles and truths underpinning the integration practice include those of dis-
cipline90 but also draw on assumptions on human nature reminiscent of occupational
therapy, namely, human beings need meaningful activity to thrive.91 The clash of
rationalities of control and care may be illustrated by juxtaposing the segregationist
objectives of the asylum system with the viewpoint of occupational therapists advo-
cating for social inclusion as a remedy for asylum-seekers’ deteriorating health and
well-being.92

The parts of the asylum-seekers93 singled out for intervention during a process of
objectification are their will and their capacity for self-reliance. The manner in which
these aspects are problematised shows that they are seen to rely on a range of deeply
private aspects of the individual asylum-seeker, including their health, mental well-
being, moral character, skills, dependency on substances or aid, and activity level.
Through a process of objectification, these problem areas are projected onto the
asylum-seekers and are ready to be acted on by activation employees.

The activation programme comprises an assemblage of procedures and practical
techniques94 used to govern the active asylum-seeker. After the reform, a new type of
administrative unit – “the job centre” – emerged inside the existing asylum centres,

88 Ministry of Integration, Rapport om en Styrket Aktiverings- og Undervisningsindsats pa˚ Asylcentrene.
89 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”.
90 Cf. Foucault, Discipline and Punish.
91 E.J. Yerxa, “Some Implications of Occupational Therapy’s History for its Epistemology, Values, and

Relation to Medicine”, American Journal of Occupational Therapy,46(1), 1992, 79–83.
92 A.L. Morville & C. Jessen-Winge, “Creating a Bridge: an Asylum Seeker’s Ideas for Social

Inclusion”, Journal of Occupational Science, 26(1), 2019, 53–64.
93 Foucault, Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth, 263–265.
94 Ibid.
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and a new group of Red Cross employees – activation employees – systematised
activities such as cleaning, staffing the thrift store, or helping out in the cafeteria,
relabelling them “internships”.

Henceforward, asylum-seekers could earn a small income by participating in the
mandatory activation programme. This created a need for the activation employees
to make and renew activation contracts, update schedules, register attendance, and
deduct (50–99 per cent presence) or cancel (<50 per cent presence) the allowances
of absentees. By tying allowances to activities, the reform created a need for the bur-
eaucratic surveillance of programme participation, conveying an institutionalised mis-
trust of asylum-seekers.

The activation contract is an example of a “contract technology” that has become
commonly used in Danish social policy in recent decades. Ideally, entering into a
contract means accepting responsibility for something and, more fundamentally,
accepting the subject position of a responsible person. By contractualising the rela-
tionship between the administration and the individual client, agencies attempt to
commit their client to a specific behaviour and a particular inner dialogue on obliga-
tion and freedom.95 As noted by Darling,96 contractualisation fundamentally reshape
the relationship between government agency and contractor, and between contrac-
tors and asylum-seekers. Likewise, it could also reshape the relationship between asy-
lum seekers forced to compete for popular internships.

The practical techniques deployed in the activation programme are typical for the
liberal power techniques of the modern welfare state because they attempt to act
upon the future actions of asylum-seekers in various manners.97 Some of these tech-
niques may be described as neoliberal (activation contracts and allowance deduc-
tions), some as pastoral (job centre interviews), and most as disciplinary (timetables,
registers, education, work, and internships). Whereas education and internships com-
prised the “activation” aspect of the programme, the interviews, activation contracts,
and allowance deductions were included to ensure participation. They demonstrated
a perceived need to induce asylum-seekers to attend the activation programme.

The activation was to convert asylum-seekers from idle, unhealthy, and passive
subjects into healthy, active, self-governing, self-reliant, and responsible individuals
ready for the labour market by subjecting them to daily activities and a transparent
incentive structure. To achieve the desired transformation the programme needed to
enrol the will of the individual asylum-seeker, in order to connect its government to
the asylum seekers’ self-government. The design of the programme, however,
included tensions not least stemming from the contradictory objectives of simultan-
eously caring for and disciplining asylum-seekers. Furthermore, the programme’s suc-
cess depended on the ability of instruments such as contracts, allowances, and
interviews with activation employees to motivate asylum-seekers to participate.

95 N.Å. Andersen, “Creating the Client Who Can Create Himself and His Own Fate – the Tragedy of the
Citizens’ Contract”, Qualitative Sociology Review 3(2), 2007, 5–29.

96 J. Darling, “Asylum in Austere Times: Instability, Privatization and Experimentation within the UK
Asylum Dispersal System”, Journal of Refugee Studies 29(4), 2016, 492.

97 Foucault, “The Subject and Power”.
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Finally, the activation programme split the individual into a present, undesirable
self (passive, unwell, and morally wanting) and a future self (active, healthy, and re-
sponsible) to be achieved through participation. As such, activation attempts to forge
asylum-seekers in the image of responsible citizens. In the process, activation frames
them as wanting and as subjects of development. As I will show, this aspect of activa-
tion would at times spur negative reactions from asylum-seekers and was observed to
contribute to the degradation of the asylum-seeking self.

In the activation programme, the asylum centres’ conflicting objectives of caring
for and controlling asylum-seekers are reproduced in the dual objectives of improv-
ing the conditions of asylum-seekers while encouraging them to align themselves
with the disciplinary and economic objectives of government by getting up in the
morning to clean their centre. In the next section, I show how these incongruent
objectives manifest in the form of ambiguity in the activation encounters, and that
the positioning of asylum-seekers as irresponsible and inactive can lead to conflicts
and to degradation of confidence.

Solving the problems of failed integration by means of activation has entailed indi-
vidualising the problem of breakdowns and focusing on the parts of the system that
can be changed without challenging the conflicting aims of competing projects of
rule, such as protecting the native workforce from competition from cheap labour,
keeping costs down, preventing premature integration, and preserving
deportability. As argued by Dunn and Cons,98 the outcome of projects intended to
solve problems inside camps and other complex spaces are at best unpredictable and
often lead to regular cycles of implementation and failure.

6 . A C T I V A T I O N E N C O U N T E R S
In this part of the analysis, I apply selected concepts from the works of Goffman to
make sense of what occurred when the activation programme was implemented in
Danish asylum centres. This shift in perspective entails moving the focus from the
policies and rationalities of the legal reform to the microsociological examination of
the everyday encounters between asylum-seekers and activation employees spurred
by the reform.

The regulatory framework of the activation programme99 stipulates that the acti-
vation should be planned according to the asylum-seeker’s skills and interests.
During the first job centre interview, the activation employee would obtain the ne-
cessary information to complete the Competence Form in the asylum-seeker’s per-
sonal profile in the Red Cross Adult Education and Activation Database. Ideally, this
would enable the employee to offer the asylum-seeker activation befitting their indi-
vidual experience and qualifications.

During my fieldwork, I observed numerous asylum-seekers making primary
adjustments100 to the activation system by dutifully signing an activation contract
with their job centre. It certainly seemed like the rational thing to do. Signing up was

98 Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”, 103–104.
99 Ministerial order number 497 of 03/05/2010. https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=

131804 (accessed 28 April 2020).
100 Goffman, Asylums, 172.
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the only legal means for asylum-seekers to earn money, and individuals unable to
work because of age, health, or family responsibilities would receive a “special con-
tract” making them eligible for pay-outs without activity. Nevertheless, I observed
that governing asylum-seekers through activation was less straightforward in practice
than the objective of providing access to meaningful activities might suggest. I fre-
quently observed that workshops were empty when they should have been full, and
according to the Red Cross Activation Database, approximately one in four adult
asylum-seekers in the two centres lacked an activation contract.

Based on my observations of the encounters between staff and asylum-seekers, I
argue that the low support for activation is at least in part likely to be an effect of
introducing mandatory activation in a total institution permeated by competing and
conflicting projects of rule.101 Below, I show how this complex governmental land-
scape creates encounters fraught with ambiguity while multiplying the attacks on the
asylum-seeking self.

6.1 Five arguments for activation
My observations of the job centre interviews showed that activation employees spent
a substantial part of their workday motivating asylum-seekers to participate in the
mandatory activation programme. Because of the need to enlist their will, asylum-
seekers were not ordered to participate in the activation, despite their legal obliga-
tion. By contrast, the asylum-seekers were invited to visit the job centre to create a
contract, and activation employees would often present the activation in such equivo-
cal terms that it would be unclear to asylum-seekers whether activation was a duty or
a proposition. The following exchange between an activation employee and a Syrian
asylum-seeker in the job centre of Centre Greenhill exemplifies this ambiguity.

Employee: It is your decision if you want to go to school and do an internship,
but if you do not go, you do not get money.
Asylum-seeker: Okay, money is money.
Employee: The Asylum-seeker Course is mandatory, but nobody can force
you to do it.
Asylum-seeker: It is up to me?
Employee: Yes. But there are two things that are beneficial from it: One is the
money, and one is that if you just stay in your room and think all day it is bad
for you.
Asylum-seeker: [offended] I am active I am not lazy!102

The passage illustrates how the activation employee attempts to present activation
in a manner that conceals the sovereign argument for activation (“It is the law . . .”).
Instead of openly acknowledging this double violation of his own “line” as a care pro-
fessional and the asylum-seeker’s “line” as an autonomous adult, the employee stra-

101 Cf. Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”.
102 Field notes.
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tegically produces framing confusion.103 The remedial interchange helps restore their
lost “faces” by framing activation as a choice and offering the asylum-seeker the op-
portunity to “volunteer”, and all the while producing ambiguity. The activation
employee’s choice to remedy the situation by strategically blurring the frame of their
encounter seem related to the objective of the activation technique to influence not
only the capacities but also the will of the asylum-seeker to be successful. Thus, it
reflects certain beliefs about how an individual might approach conducting the con-
duct of others104 by being respectful and offering a definition of the situation better
suited for evoking the active participation of the asylum-seeker.

Although activation employees generally concealed the silenced sovereign argu-
ment, I encountered four articulated arguments for activation: the economic rational
argument (“you’ll make money”), the psychosocial argument (“you will feel better”),
the educational argument (“you will learn how we do this here . . .”), and the moral
argument (“when someone gives you something, you should reciprocate”). Each of
these activation arguments is based on a distinctive framework of contact105 that con-
tain specific assumptions and objectives contributing to the complexity and ambigu-
ity of the government of asylum-seekers.

Each of the activation arguments defines the asylum-seekers and the situation in a
distinctive manner. The silenced sovereign argument subjects the asylum-seekers to
the sovereign power of the state in a manner that emphasises control and severely
inhibits autonomy. The economic rational argument approaches the asylum-seekers
as rational actors taking jobs and thereby entering into a relationship resembling that
of employer and employee. The psychosocial argument approaches them as psycho-
social subjects consulting a care professional who prescribes meaningful activity. The
educational argument positions the asylum-seeker as a subject of development in
need of the employee’s education and guidance, and the moral argument as a subject
morally obligated to reciprocate in exchange for allowances received. Together, being
able to switch between the five activation arguments allowed policy makers, employ-
ees, and asylum-seekers flexibility in defining the situation and the relationship be-
tween the latter two.

As in the aforementioned encounter, the employees usually attempted to motivate
the asylum-seekers to participate in activation by appealing to them as economic ra-
tional actors and/or as psychosocial beings who need meaningful activity to thrive.
The five activation arguments reflect the flexibility of the activation technology that
enables it to span a range of assumptions about asylum-seekers and their problems,
thereby making activation appealing to a variety of actors and viewpoints. But at the
level of the encounter, they also made the interaction between asylum-seekers and
activation staff ambiguous and confusing.

The ambiguity of the activation encounters was reinforced because all five argu-
ments lacked the power of persuasion when measured against the actual activities
that comprised the activation programme. In practice, the activation programme was
indeed mandatory and involved very low, sometimes non-existent pay, a frequent

103 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 7.
104 Cf. Foucault, “The Subject and Power”.
105 Goffman, Asylums, 283.
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lack of educational content, and an insufficient demand for services rendered in ex-
change for benefits. Consequently, rationalities and ideals of conduct implicit in the
five frameworks of contact of which the arguments rely were under constant pressure
from the structural restraints inherent to the sensitive and contested space of the asy-
lum system. Generally, budgetary and legal restraints on activation simply did not
allow the activation employees to offer internships matching the competences and
preferences of asylum-seekers. Employees would frequently seek to remedy their re-
lationship with asylum-seekers by bending the rules, whether in the interest of
rewarding interns for showing up or avoiding conflicts.

While actual, existing neoliberalisms are always hybrid structures, adding a roll-
out neoliberal activation programme to the already complex space of the asylum
centres produced new complexities and new kinds of trouble. Like other “street-level
bureaucrats”,106 activation employees coped with the structural limitations to their
work by lowering their expectations of themselves and their clients. At the street
level, the actual objectives of activation were often translated into teaching
asylum-seekers to keep their appointments, be punctual, and call in sick in a cultural-
ly appropriate manner if necessary. This somewhat distorted disciplinary objective of
maintaining a schedule regardless of productivity put the economic framework of
contact under pressure because asylum-seekers were expected to show up and com-
plete their shift, regardless of whether their service was in demand. Additionally,
applying the educational framework of contact on this situation would entail attack-
ing the “faces” and “lines” of asylum-seekers by treating them as in need of the most
fundamental discipline.

Finally, the reaction of the quoted asylum-seeker to the psychosocial argument
shows that mortification processes may be fuelled by the inherent assumptions in the
activation programme about asylum-seekers as wanting and in need of development.
By declaring that he is “active and not lazy”, the asylum-seeker actively rejects the
stigmatising “problem subjectivity” being offered and thereby defends himself against
the attack. The objection of the asylum-seeker to being positioned as a subject of de-
velopment in need of outside intervention demonstrates how the activation pro-
gramme contributes to the attacks on the self that occur inside a total institution.

6.2 Meaning and mortification
Observing the everyday activation of asylum-seekers brought my attention to other
tensions within the activation programme capable of amplifying ambiguity, ambiva-
lence, and conflict. Ideally, the internships would provide the intern with meaningful
activities and the other asylum-seekers with all types of free services that the paid
staff were unable to provide. However, at the level of implementation, these intern-
ships proved to have some of the same structural challenges that characterise the asy-
lum centre as a whole: run-down, repurposed facilities; misappropriated tools and
materials; a lack of community engagement; no common language; and complex so-
cial relations.

106 M. Lipsky, Street-level Bureaucracy. Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Services, New York, The Russell
Sage foundation, 2010.
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Most internships comprised cleaning the common areas or staffing workshops
and service stations inside the asylum centre. In the sewing room, the interns were
to mend clothes for themselves and other residents. In the thrift store, the interns
were to sort and fold clothes and help their peers find useful items. In the internet
café and the billiard room, the interns were to ensure everyone obtained access to
computers and billiard tables. Other typical internships included hairdressing, bike
repair, and translation in the job centre or the camp office.

A question that emerged from my observations was for whom and why activation
was meaningful. Most asylum-seekers were observed to be drawn to internships that
provided access to meagre gains such as second-hand clothes or allowed them to
partly transgress the boundary between staff and asylum-seekers by working in the
job centre or the centre office. However, individual preferences varied, and asylum-
seekers’ internship experiences seemed shaped by their personal valuation of the
gains involved, whether these took the form of first access to used clothes or the ap-
preciation of satisfied “customers”.

While activation was rarely tailored to match the interests and competencies of
the individual, some asylum-seekers did indeed seem to appreciate the activation. In
Woodside, Ahmed found interning as a men’s hairdresser profoundly meaningful be-
cause he was in demand and hoping to open a salon in Copenhagen if he was
granted asylum. His female colleague Maaret in the Women’s Beauty Parlour did not
share his positive view on activation, not least because nobody came to her salon.
She told me that she would like to get an internship in the nearby village instead of
inside the asylum centre. This is sit-down internships’ Maaret said “Woodside is a
crazy place. People here are crazy”.107

Employees understood Maaret’s problem to be a product of complicated social
relations between asylum-seekers of different nationalities. Maaret’s nationality set
her apart from most other women in the centre, and employees expected diverging
nationalities, cultures and languages to generate conflicts. The billiard room was an-
other frequent site of conflict between asylum-seekers, which had led the activation
employees to divide its opening hours between the major nationalities of the asylum-
centre. However, this strategy of separation could not be replicated everywhere, and
did not prevent complex social relationships and power structures from reducing de-
mand and draining the meaning from activation.

Indeed, for many interns such as Maaret, the realisation of the ideal of meaningful
activity seemed fundamentally impaired by language difficulties, lack of instruction
and materials, and insufficient demand. Consequently, the educational element of
their activation was reduced to showing up on time and staying for the entire shift.
Unlike the employees, these asylum-seekers did not seem to appreciate the disciplin-
ary benefits of showing up on time.

Some internships - like the one in the laundry basement of Centre Woodside –
had to be given up because they were impossible to staff. This job comprised sitting
in the basement and instructing people on how to use a new payment system. Such

107 Field notes.
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two-hour shifts in deserted settings seemed to have no capacity to improve the well-
being of asylum-seekers by “lifting them out of themselves” and help them forget
their situation.108 On the contrary, internships in the sewing room, the fitness room,
or the hair salon rarely seemed to be “sufficiently engrossing and exciting activities”
to “help the individual withstand the psychological stress usually engendered by
attacks upon the self”.109 Thus, although an important objective of activation was to
help asylum-seekers by providing them with meaning, distraction, and skills, in real-
ity, the boredom of these shifts tortured time rather than mercifully killing it.110

Because the actual objective of activation was downscaled to occupation-for-all ra-
ther than the activities found meaningful by asylum-seekers or the production of
goods and delivery of services, which are in demand, boredom remained omnipres-
ent in the workshops and service stations of the activation programme.111 By focus-
ing on measurable items such as valid activation contracts, schedules, and attendance
rather than creating content valuable to asylum-seekers and in the outside world, the
architects of the activation programme planted the seed of its failure because care
(meaning, well-being) was made secondary to discipline and control. Meanwhile,
this boredom and inactivity are not only central features of life in the asylum centres
but also creates the mental problems, breakdowns, and de-subjectification112 that we
consider to harm the integration prospects of asylum-seekers.

The lack of demand and consequent boredom created by workshops and service
stations may explain the abovementioned frequent absence of interns. When present,
asylum-seekers sometimes made their internships meaningful by adjusting the activ-
ity to serve purposes other than those intended by management.113 In addition to
shirking shifts, asylum-seekers exhibited other creative secondary adjustments to the
programme. One individual closed the internet café to everyone but his friends, and
others found used clothes for themselves and hid them before opening the thrift
store for customers. These asylum-seekers appeared to be exerting a burdened
agency114 to make the most of a less than ideal situation, and thereby to be protect-
ing their selves.115

To be clear, activation was in demand among asylum seekers. Yet, they tended to
be underwhelmed by the available activation opportunities. What most asylum-
seekers wanted was to study Danish and obtain an internship outside the asylum
centre. Similar to Ahmed’s hairdressing internship, these activities were inherently
meaningful to many asylum-seekers because they pointed towards a future life in
Denmark. In this, the integration objective of the activation reform clearly resonated
with the hopes and desires of asylum-seekers.

The incongruence between the wishes of the asylum-seekers and the actual con-
tent of the activation programme was influenced by the conflicting objectives of an

108 Cf. Goffman, Asylums, 67.
109 Ibid., 67-8.
110 Ibid.
111 See also Larruina & Ghorashi, “The Normality and Materiality of the Dominant Discourse”.
112 Vitus, “Waiting time”.
113 Ibid.
114 Cf. Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”.
115 Goffman, Asylums, 55.
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asylum system set up for the dual purpose of segregating and caring for asylum-
seekers. The neonationally inspired ban on Danish language classes clashed with the
preferences of asylum-seekers. Exceptions to the ban were made for asylum-seekers
who were aged under 23 years or prescribed language lessons for psychosocial rea-
sons or who needed language training for an internship outside the asylum centre.
Although made in the interest of caring for special needs, these exceptions added to
the ambiguity and uncertainty of the activation encounters and to conflicts due to
suspicions of favouritism.

In addition to studying Danish, most asylum-seekers wanted to diminish their seg-
regation by finding internships outside the asylum centre. For asylum-seekers, out-
side internships provided a coveted opportunity to interact with Danes and develop
their language skills and network, spurring hope for the future. In addition to provid-
ing access to popular Danish classes, internships outside provided mobility in the
form of unlimited-ride passes for public transport to the site of the internship.

Making outside internships available to all eligible asylum-seekers was neither a
contractual obligation nor was it possible within the limits of the job centre budget.
Employees coped with the shortage of outside internships by applying rules to re-
duce demand. Only those with a pending asylum case were legally eligible for intern-
ships outside and only after having “demonstrated stability” by performing
2–3 months of internships inside the centre. Even then, obtaining an internship out-
side often entailed networking with current or former interns or going on excursions
to talk to possible hosts, often green grocers, restaurants, and convenience stores run
by migrants of similar backgrounds. “Those who find one, are the ones who get
one”116 was the oft-repeated motto of the activation employee responsible for find-
ing positions outside the centre system and for ensuring that interns were unpaid
and carried papers ready for inspection by police or tax officials.

Earlier on in the short history of the activation programme, the Red Cross had
sometimes spurred competition between asylum-seekers by making them formally
apply and interview for some of the internships inside the camp. However, during
the study period, austerity measures related to increased competition between centre
operators made this practice unfeasible. Instead of replacing paid staff with (virtually)
unpaid asylum-seekers, austerity undermined the elements of the activation pro-
gramme able to make it meaningful from a neoliberal viewpoint, such as the outside
internships which seemed eminently better suited for training the type of capacities
and behaviour necessary for integration in the labour market compared with the
internships inside the centre. I did not observe any sign of asylum-seekers becoming
pitted against each other competing for short supply outside internships. On the con-
trary, some experienced asylum-seekers would help new arrivals access outside
internships, and even pass them on to others.

6.3 Costs of activation
Many of the aforementioned implementation-level problems of making activation
meaningful stem from a fundamental mismatch between the resources spent on acti-
vating asylum-seekers and the governmental ideal of offering internships befitting the

116 Field notes.
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profile of the individual asylum-seeker. However well-meaning and idealistic activa-
tion employees might be, their job was fundamentally shaped by the low service level
of emergency, interim camps, which was reinforced by the depoliticised, technocratic
economic management inherent to neoliberalism. Consequently, they had to devise
means to manage demand for their services. Similar to other street-level bureaucrats,
activation employees cope by developing routines of practice such as the abovemen-
tioned demand of interns to demonstrate stability and by psychologically simplifying
their clientele and environment in manners that strongly influence the outcome of
their effort.117 Thereby, the exceptional framing of their encounters fundamentally
affected the way asylum-seekers was presented to and perceived by employees.118

Efforts to balance activation demand with the supply barriers engendered by the
legal and budgetary restraints on the activation programme meant that participation
came at a price. For asylum-seekers, activation entailed enduring inconvenience and
demeaning situations. These aspects of activation had much in common with the
mortifying features of life within total institutions.119 Asylum-seekers had to queue
for the job centre, sometimes for hours, report their sickness at the appropriate time,
and negotiate allowance deductions if they had been absent. On several occasions,
these costs of activation translated into conflicts in the job centres or the adjacent
waiting rooms. This phenomenon occurred one Monday morning when loud voices
disrupted the calm of the still-closed job centre in Woodside:

“Adam!” cries Karen, a female activation employee in a shrill voice. Her male
colleague rushes to the front office where Karen has attempted to hand out
numbered tickets for the asylum-seekers waiting for the job centre to open.
Competing for the lowest number and the shortest wait the asylum-seekers
have formed a dense mass of entangled bodies in the doorway between the
waiting room and the front office. They are pushing up against Karen who
quickly walks away when replaced by Adam. He pushes his back up against the
hoard of people and outstretched hands and resolutely places a numbered
ticket in each hand until the pressure eases and the asylum-seekers return to
waiting.120

The situation illustrates how the activation programme can affect the bodies of
asylum-seekers and staff, and literally pitch them against each other. Such undignified
and disagreeable encounters had ample potential to humiliate the asylum-seekers
and employees.

Activation could also be intentionally mortifying when egalitarian Danish norms
and values clash with the self-image of asylum-seekers who found certain tasks to be
unbefitting their gender or social status. Cleaning is a frequent source of tension in
asylum centres, which is why the Red Cross wanted the activation reform to enable
employees to reward the asylum-seekers who lived up to their duty to clean and

117 Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy, xi.
118 Cf. Gill, “Presentational State Power”.
119 Cf. Goffman, Asylums.
120 Field notes.
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maintain the asylum centre. Reluctance on the part of male asylum-seekers in par-
ticular tended to be interpreted as an equal-opportunity issue.

All activation programmes began with a mandatory 1–2-week “cleaning course”.
The employees presented cleaning as a chore that had to be conducted or as educa-
tional. This ambiguity of purpose reflects the tension from the activation reform’s
dual objectives of making the asylum-seekers clean the centre to keep accommoda-
tion costs down and improving their well-being by providing meaningful activity.
The following exchange shows the negative reaction of a male asylum-seeker being
assigned a job he felt to be degrading.

A man is sitting at an employee’s desk in the crowded job centre in Greenhill.
The employee interviews him in makeshift German. She is filling in the
Competence Form in the Activation Database on the basis of the information
provided to her by the man. She asks him about his profession.
Asylum-seeker: I am a professional cricket player. I played for my national
team.
Employee: [incredulous]. For how long have you been a cricket player?
Asylum-seeker: I have played for 20 years.
Employee: The work is cleaning.
Asylum-seeker: [snides] Ha, cleaning woman!
Employee: [ignores his snide] For two hours a day.
Asylum-seeker: Every day?!121

Rather than offering the man an activation befitting the high social status of the
elite athlete self he presents, the employee gives him a mandatory standard solution.
His snide comment and laughter is a ritual expression of frame tension, a “face-saving
repair” intended to communicate that cleaning is incongruent with his usual social
status.122 By asking the man about his profession, ignoring his answer, and offering
him a “job in cleaning”, the employee engaged in a negotiation of status during
which the asylum-seeker was unable to have his “line” as an elite-sportsman accepted.
By ignoring his reaction, the employee refuses to remedy the attack on his “face” and
thereby his self-presentation as a person who is above cleaning. If she wanted to, she
could have helped him save face by acknowledging his status and blamed his cleaning
job on “the rules” or she might have recognised his value by tailoring an internship
for him to coach his peers. The absence of such repair work on her part indicates
that the employee deems his attitude ripe for development.

The “cleaning lady”-incident shows how conflicting objectives and competing
rationalities inhibit the ability of the activation programme to improve the conditions
of asylum-seekers by providing them with meaningful activity. The cricket player
may, in theory, learn and appreciate egalitarian Danish values from his experience,
but he certainly feels degraded by the task. Exactly like Goffman’s total institutional

121 Field notes.
122 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 274.
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inmates, who were mortified by being exposed to people or tasks they felt to be un-
dignified. The desire to avoid living with someone perceived as “dirty” or doing the
job of a person of lower social status may not be commendable or socially acceptable
in a Danish context, but attacking the boundaries of the self to mould it in a more so-
cially acceptable form is likely to damage the relationship with the asylum-seeker in
question, and therefore to be detrimental to the purpose of aligning his will and aspi-
rations to those of government.

Ideally, activation should be planned according to the asylum-seeker’s skills and
interests. However, my analysis has demonstrated that the activation of asylum-
seekers often falls short of this service ideal. Goffman showed how conflict frequently
arises with breaches and ambiguities, relating to what he calls “the service pattern”.123

In the case of activation, one reason why the service pattern is skewered is that acti-
vation is ordered and (under)financed by the state, who is ready to accept a lower
service-level than the people being activated. As a result, activation lead to a plethora
of mortifying encounters and situations.

Mortification worked on both sides of the job centre encounters. Employees
reported on the impossibility of fulfilling their mandate by finding or designing acti-
vation opportunities matching the skills of individual asylum-seekers, and they
expressed great frustration over having to offer “educated” asylum-seekers “low-level
activation”.124 Nevertheless, the low-skilled asylum-seekers did not seem very enthu-
siastic, unless they had manual skills – like Ahmed the hairdresser – and felt appreci-
ated. The Red Cross offered internships as journalists on its newspaper the New
Times, one of the few jobs tailored for the “educated”. Yet, being offered an
“educational” internship there, doing a “job” vaguely reminiscent of his former career
felt demotivating and degrading to my asylum-seeking informant, Jeremy, an East-
African journalist. “You just do it because you have no other option”, he said during
our interview. To Jeremy, the newspaper internship added insult to injury by con-
fronting him with his loss of status and with his lack of the rights, language skills, and
network necessary to work at a real newspaper.125

I often observed employees and asylum-seekers engaging in “face-saving”
efforts126 during the job centre interviews. Asylum-seekers would show gratitude and
profess willingness to contribute, and employees would ritually demonstrate respect
for asylum-seekers and carefully phrase requests in a manner suited to motivate them
to participate. Employees seemingly attempted to compensate for the potentially
mortifying elements of the programme by playing down certain aspects and rules, for
instance, by introducing the cleaning course as “a course for learning about the
Danish products” or by presenting the legally mandatory contract as voluntary.
However beneficial to the relation between employee and asylum-seeker, such face-
saving efforts increased the ambiguity of the activation encounters.

A final mortifying aspect of activation was that asylum-seekers were positioned as
shirkers and thieves likely to misappropriate second-hand clothes and other

123 Goffman, Asylums, 283.
124 Group interview with activation employees.
125 Group interview with asylum-seekers.
126 Goffman, Asylums, 36.
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materials. Attendance was taken and employees performed inspections to “show that
we care whether they stay put or not”. To avoid theft and vandalism, workshops
were only unlocked for shifts, and the thrift store was always supervised by a staff
member. Allowance deductions were a frequent source of conflict and negotiations.

Language difficulties inhibited the communication between employees and
asylum-seekers and between asylum-seekers. Consequently, knowing if absence or
rule-breaking were due to misunderstandings or to ill will was notoriously difficult.
In cases of absence, employees requested documentation in the form of a letter or a
note from another official substantiating the asylum-seekerfs claim. Asking for docu-
mentation was a supposedly a simple means of establishing the truth. However, such
documentation was frequently unobtainable. In the interest of fairness, employees
used discretion to gauge the trustworthiness of the individual asylum-seeker and
sometimes gave them the benefit of the doubt. Both the default distrust and the
sporadic differential treatment engendered ambiguity, humiliation, and conflict.

Woodside Job Centre. Abstract from interview to notify an asylum-seeker that
his pocket money would be deducted because he was absent from a meeting.
Employee: You did not come to the school meeting. It is your duty to check
[if] your number [is on the “Go to job centre list”] a minimum of two times a
day.
Asylum-seeker: [angry] You don’t understand! I was at a police interview, it is
not my problem!
Employee: [angry] It is not my problem either! It is between you and the
school.
Asylum-seeker: I wonder why you are here. We are here with problems.
[Employee attempts to explain the system but the asylum-seeker leaves in
anger].127

As the passage shows, the purpose of disciplining and “responsibilising” asylum-
seekers frequently clash with the competing objectives of improving their well-being
through participation in the activation programme. Interviews rarely played out such
as in the aforementioned example because most employees were less confrontational.
Nevertheless, the situation is illustrative of the potentially harmful effects of certain
types of incentives on the relationship between asylum-seekers and activation
employees. It shows why employees might attempt to avoid humiliation of asylum-
seekers by bending rules to demonstrate trust. The downside of these strategies was
that they were violating the bureaucratic principle of equal treatment, which angered
the asylum-seekers and created further opportunities for humiliation, uncertainty,
and conflict.

The invasive focus on transforming individuals and the perceived need for induc-
ing everyone to attend had implications on how asylum-seekers would be presented
to activation employees. Viewed through the lens of roll-out neoliberalism, asylum-
seekers appeared to be individuals in need of control and of activities decided by
Danish employees. In effect, they were treated as if incapable of self-government and

127 Field notes.
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as passive victims without agency.128 In this, the case of activation illustrates the pres-
entational power effects of confining people in heterotopias of deviance.

While the governmentality analysis in the previous section demonstrated what the
roll-out neoliberal activation programme was supposed to do, inherent tensions not-
withstanding, the microsociological analysis above has shown what activation actually
did. It added yet another sovereign project to a sensitive space already overwrought
with projects of rule, and instead of solving the characteristic problems of the asylum
centre, activation amplified the attacks on the asylum-seeking self. In the context of a
complex and ambiguous governmental space, the contradictory objectives of caring
for, controlling and disciplining asylum-seekers produced practical impasses, resist-
ance, frustrations, conflicts, and uncertainty. In turn, these problems and frustrations
produced ambiguity, further conflicts, and the circumvention of rules by asylum-
seekers and activation employees.

7 . C O N C L U S I O N
While it was said to keep asylum-seekers from sleeping through the day, the roll-out
neoliberal activation programme did not remedy the harms of the asylum system.
On the contrary, it did little to end the confinement and lack of access to gains of
outside value, which are integral to the detrimental effects of total institutions. I
contend that clashes between competing rationalities, notably care and control, are
crucial for understanding the workings of the asylum regime. Yet, it is precisely the –
productive and tense – hybridity of the regime, and its subjects and objects that
causes all the commotion.

I have argued that revisiting Foucault and Goffman would improve the under-
standing of the consequences of governing asylum-seekers by means of activation.
Whereas the productive power of Foucault’s disciplinary apparatuses seem both
inescapable and potentially empowering – although empowerment has its costs129 –
adding Goffman to the blend directs attention towards the multiple ways these insti-
tutions work against the immediate interests of their designers. Thereby, it elucidates
the cyclical exclusionary processes that entrap some asylum-seekers and refugees in
categories of otherness, which reverse the standards of identity and responsibility
expected of the late-modern self.130 Such characteristic deviances from the norm in-
clude delinquency, irresponsibility, dependency, criminality, instability, abnormality,
unemployability, and illness, all easily recognisable as at once the problems the activa-
tion reform was intended to solve, and among its consequences.

The new intricacies, complications, and anxieties spurred by activation are typical
for the cyclical processes of implementation and failure characterising “adhocratic” rule

128 H. Ghorashi, “Agents of Change or Passive Victims: The Impact of Welfare States (the Case of the
Netherlands) on Refugees”, Journal of Refugee Studies, 18(2), 2005, 181–198; B. Harrell-Bond, “The
Experience of Refugees as Recipients of Aid”, Refugees. Perspectives on the Experience of Forced Migration,
London, Pinter, 1999.

129 See also B. Cruikshank, The Will to Empower: Democratic Citizens and Other Subjects, Ithaca, Cornell
University Press, 1999.

130 See also W.E. Connolly, Identity, Difference: Democratic Negotiations of Political Paradox, Minneapolis,
University of Minnesota Press, 2002, 20–23.
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in sensitive camp-spaces overwrought with competing projects of rule.131 The people
interacting within such spaces must navigate complex power relations that change
objectives, justifications and tactics at a high pace, further eroding the project of estab-
lishing sovereignty. In this respect, the roll-out neoliberal attempt at governing the ac-
tive asylum-seeker through activation becomes recognisable as yet another doomed
assertion of sovereign power within such spaces. It failed because transgression and
erosion are integral parts of the cycle of power, not because the overtly benign goal of
making asylum seekers happier, healthier, and ready for integration was merely a cover
for more nefarious forms of rule, such as making asylum-seekers replace paid staff
operating the centre or keep them too busy for political mobilisation.

Indeed, as argued by Ferguson,132 the most important political effects of a
planned intervention may happen behind the backs or against the wills of the
“powerful” planners and implementers of policy. This is not to say that interventions
may not turn out to serve the interests of prominent stakeholders. For instance, the
prison reform, studied by Foucault failed to rehabilitate inmates and eliminate crime,
for reasons that Goffman’s analysis of total institution makes obvious to us today.
However, the success and longevity of the prison stems from its ability to produce
the delinquent as a pathologised subject and thereby a politically and economically
less dangerous delinquency.133

Furthermore, a narrow focus on the level of the camp may obscure the fact that
problems of layered sovereignty and cycles of implementation and failure within un-
stable terrains of rule reaches beyond its delimited space. Lifting our gaze from the
case of activation of asylum seekers to the plethora of roll-out neoliberal integration
projects aiming at transforming Denmark’s economically underperforming ethnic mi-
nority populations into productive citizens, the similarities of these project of rule
stands out. First, they tend to focus on immigrant subjects and single them out for
development, thereby individualising the responsibility for their problems, successes,
and failures. This article has demonstrated a range of detrimental effects of this kind
of objectification, such as conflicts, stigmatisation, erosion of confidence, and the so-
cial production of immigrant delinquency and deprivation.

While similar effects have been found in previous studies of integration efforts, it
remains relevant to investigate what they enable. First and foremost, they constitute
a “disintegrated” class of immigrants and individualise the responsibility for their
failed social integration. For an individual, being confined to this category means
becoming the target of repeated disciplinary interventions. Thereby, although often
not consciously constructed to do so, they effectively turn out to depoliticise lack of
social inclusion of citizens of immigrant decent and to legitimise efforts to reduce
immigration.

They also tend to preserve status quo. Asylum-seeker activation allowed legisla-
tors and centre operators to continue the spatial segregation of asylum-seekers in
camps, while responding to problematisations of their idleness from a range of

131 Dunn & Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty”.
132 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine.
133 Foucault, Discipline and Punish.
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different actors and perspectives. However, the ambiguities created by the effort to
reconcile the irreconcilable interests of neoliberals, neonationals, humanitarians, and
egalitarians among others created a complex and ambiguous space of government.

Although matters of control is certainly ubiquitous in Denmark’s government of
asylum-seekers, neither the asylum centres nor the activation reform, are unira-
tional.134 Reducing them to technologies of control would entail ignoring the am-
bivalence stirred by the characteristic frame confusion and ambiguities produced by
the interplay of rationalities of care and control, as well as neonationalism and neo-
liberalism. As argued by Butler and Spivak that would entail depriving ourselves of
the lexicon we need to understand the other networks of power to which they belong
and the way power is recast or even saturated in a specific place.135 Acknowledging
the ambiguities of the activation programme and of the encounters between employ-
ees and asylum-seekers is a necessary step towards understanding not only why but
also how integration efforts often contribute to the marginalisation of immigrant
minorities.

134 See also M. Fresia & A.V. Känel, “Beyond Space of Exception? Reflections on the Camp through the
Prism of Refugee Schools”, Journal of Refugee Studies, 29(2), 2016, 250–272.

135 Cited in Dunn and Cons, “Aleatory Sovereignty.”
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