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ABSTRACT
Following the 2015-peak of asylum-seeking migrants in Europe, asylum- 
policies have become increasingly restrictive. As bordering has become a 
prioritized issue among many European national governments, including 
in the Nordic countries, practices of bordering have also become more 
decentralised, diffuse and dispersed. This special issue set focus on such 
bordering practices as these are manifest in the social service sector. It 
draws on research conducted in Norway and Sweden and consists, 
besides this introduction, of seven original articles.Of particular focus is 
how social work, in its regulations and practices, are involved in the 
bordering of both the nation and the welfare state. Connecting insights 
from border studies – and related critical research – with social work 
research, the articles present empirical analyses of the dynamics of bor-
dering practices among varying practitioners and in varying organiza-
tions, including legislators, courts, municipalities, street-level social 
workers and civil society organizations. The special issue as a whole also 
raises questions about the ethical and political challenges that emerge at 
the nexus of bordering and social service provision. In this introductory 
article, we provide an overview of the field of border studies and discuss 
how it relates to social work research. This serves as a conceptual founda-
tion which we hope will enable critical reflections on the relationships 
between social service provision and bordering practices in Norway, 
Sweden and beyond.

KEYWORDS 
Borders; bordering; social 
work; welfare states

Background

Over the last half-decennium, following on the 2015-peak of asylum-seeking migrants in Europe, we 
have witnessed the implementation of increasingly restrictive asylum-policies, and a renewed emphasis 
on the deportation of rejected asylum-seekers. As bordering practices have become a prioritized issue 
among many European national governments, including in the Nordic countries, the practices of 
bordering have also become more decentralized, diffuse and dispersed. A number of incidents suggest 
that social service providers – including both civil society- and public organizations – have become 
targets for, and sometimes active participants in, attempts to monitor and police asylum-seekers and 
other migrant categories. Examples range from a decision of the Swedish Border Police to raid a 
summer camp for undocumented migrant children (see Lind 2020); via requirements placed on 
municipal social services to provide the Border Police with the home addresses of irregular migrants 
(see Hermansson et al. 2020); to formalized collaborations between national migration authorities and 
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civil society organizations (CSOs) aiming at motivating, for instance, Moroccan street children to 
‘voluntarily’ return to their country of origin (Holmlund 2020). These developments raise questions 
about the complex relationship(s) between social service provision and bordering practices. This special 
issue consists of seven contributions (besides this introduction) that seek to address these relationships. 
The contributions address a wide set of bordering practices. Overall, the contribution of the special issue 
is to connect insights from boder studies with social work research.

The collected articles were selected through two events with paper presentations, both with open 
calls for papers, along with an open call for paper proposals directly to the special issue. First, 
a symposium was organized in May 2018 at Malmö University, Sweden. This featured a keynote 
address by Vanessa Barker, based on her book Nordic Nationalism and Penal Order: Walling the 
Welfare State (Barker 2018), and ten paper presentations. Second, a workshop was organized in 
August 2018 at the Nordic Migration Research (NMR) Conference in Norrköping, Sweden.1 As 
guest editors, we want to extend our gratitude to everyone who took part in these workshops and 
whose reflections and ideas were crucial to the making of this special issue.

Of particular focus is how social work, in its regulations and practices, relate to the bordering of the 
Nordic states. The articles approach this from multiple disciplinary perspectives and methodological 
approaches. In this introduction, we set out to more broadly connect border studies with social work 
research, and to discuss some common themes brought up in the contributions. Below, we first introduce 
border studies as a discipline and how it has developed over time. In doing so, we address the 
development of bordering as an analytical perspective. Next we discuss borders and bordering in the 
light of the historical development of social work and the welfare state in the Nordic countries. Following 
on this we discuss and position this special issue in relation to research on contemporary bordering 
practices in social work. As already pointed to, the relationship between social work and bordering needs 
to be understood in relation to contemporary politicizations of migration and migration control in 
Europe and beyond. Lastly, we summarize the articles and discuss their interconnectedness.

Border studies: from borders towards bordering

Border Studies was first established towards the end of the nineteenth century as a branch of 
geography. Over time it has changed in its approaches and become more multidisciplinary, more 
profoundly so from the 1980s and onwards. In its early phase, sometimes referred to as its 
traditional approaches, border studies was dominated by mappings of the historical development 
of border regions between countries and the creation of typologies and classification systems of 
borders. Insights gained from this kind of studies were, among other things, applied in the division 
of land in Asia and Africa during the European colonization and in Europe after the First World 
War (Kolossov 2005; Newman 2000).

After the Second World War, border studies became more diversified in its approaches. However, in 
spite of this diversification, the different approaches remained embedded in an understanding of states 
and their borders as given and fixed realities. It was only from the 1980s and onwards, along with 
intensified societal processes of globalization and related epistemological developments in the social 
sciences, that the development of border studies took on a more postmodern direction (see Kolossov 
2005). In border studies, this development of the social sciences implied a move away from under-
standings of borders as something fixed and given in relation to state territories, and towards under-
standings of borders as multi-scalar and socially constructed. In this special issue, we are particularly 
interested in the role of social work in bordering practices in the Nordic countries.

As a concept, ‘bordering’ stems out of an ontological critique of what a border is. In contemporary 
border studies, (state) borders are understood as dynamic boundaries that come into play at multiple 
societal levels. Broadly speaking, this literature avoids seeing borders as simple lines that demarcate the 
boundaries of political space. Instead, it treats borders as constituted in practice by a multiplicity of actors 
both inside and outside of the state. The critical border studies literature has pointed to a dual process 
whereby borders have been, and continue to be, simultaneously externalized and internalized (for an 
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overview, see Burridge et al. 2017). Here, the externalization of borders refers to ‘ . . . the process of 
territorial and administrative expansion of a given state’s migration and border policy to third countries 
[. . .] an explicit effort to “stretch the border” in ways that multiply the institutions involved in border 
management and extend and rework sovereignties in new ways’ (Casas-Cortes, Cobarrubias, and Pickles 
2015, 73). Examples include the efforts of the EU to incentivize and pressure neighbouring states, such as 
Libya and Turkey, to interrupt and detain migrants before they reach the borders of the EU.

The internalization of borders refers most directly to the use of various tools of migration control 
within a given state, including the detection, detention and deportation of irregular and certain other 
groups of migrants. The concept is also used to refer to more indirect bordering practices, often enacted at 
a local level. Although these practices often are not explicit border controls, they nevertheless function to 
include or exclude immigrants by targeting different aspects of their everyday lives. They are the borders 
that ‘follow people around and surround them as they try to access paid labour, welfare benefits, health, 
labour protections, education, civil associations, and justice’ (Anderson, Sharma, & Wright 2009, 6). 
A paradigmatic example of such indirect and internalized bordering practices are the UK ‘hostile 
environment’ policies, designed to make life difficult for ‘illegalized’ migrants by restricting or denying 
access to basic services such as social assistance, healthcare, education, and housing. This kind of 
bordering practices in and through public social and health services, including arenas of social work, 
has been studied in other countries (see e.g. Fassin 2015 for a collection of studies of France), but in the 
Nordic context such studies are still limited in number and scope (although see Tervonen, Pellander, and 
Yuval-Davis 2018). This special issue, focusing on bordering practices in the social service sector, seeks to 
contribute to this gap in the research literature.

Intersecting scales of bordering in the welfare state

Welfare states are both bordered and bordering entities. This means that they are not only bordered 
by their state territories. As they were established and expanded as part of the modern project, they 
have also functioned, and still function to strengthen the borders of the national state. Importantly, 
this happened and continues to happen at multiple scales, including supra-state and local levels. 
Social work, as a more limited purview of the welfare state, was originally not bordered along state 
borders. Historically, before the emergence of the welfare state, social work in terms of philanthropy 
and poor relief, was organized and managed at the local level (Montesino 2002; Righard 2018). The 
connection between bordering dynamics and social service provision is itself therefore nothing new. 
Instead, the history of local and central government social protection systems for the poor, is closely 
wedded to the history of the control of the geographical mobility of the poor. The communal 
obligation to care for the poor and needy has long constituted an important source for the desire to 
keep out the mobile poor. Historically, the Church redistributed local taxes from the better-off local 
population to poor individuals and households, and the recipients of poor relief were intimately tied 
to their benefactors who had a direct vested interest in preventing the settlement of (new) people 
they perceived would be a burden on the local poor relief funds (Aronsson 1992; Ekström von Essen 
2003, pp. 33–61). Along with industrialism and modernization, more rights-based and insurance- 
like social protection systems gradually emerged at the national level (see e.g. Åmark 2005 for 
a comparison of the development in Norway and Sweden). This also meant that mobility control 
was re-scaled to the national level. Through this process of nationalization, the former distinction 
between the deserving and undeserving poor, as well as the local poor and their wayfaring counter-
parts were rearticulated in moral terms and along ethnic and racial lines (Persdotter 2019).

Social work practices in a bordering perspective

The articles in this special issue speak to how contemporary scalar divisions and differentiation of 
powers and responsibilities between the national and local level can, sometimes, allow local level 
authorities and organizations to enact policies and practices that are more inclusionary of migrants, 
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not least irregularised migrants, than national level laws and policies. For example, cities can enact 
sanctuary or firewall-policies to limit cooperation with national-level migration control authorities, 
challenge state-level definitions of ‘migrant illegality’, and facilitate access to municipal-level 
services (Hermansson et al. 2020; Nordling 2017). By the reverse token, municipalities can also 
sometimes develop bottom-up policies and practices to exclude ‘unwanted migrants’ in ways that 
strengthen and sometimes exceed central-state migration controlling policies (see Fauser 2019; 
Persdotter 2019; Varsanyi 2008).

Analyses of the nexus between social service provision and bordering practices, require us to 
challenge and question some, since long, taken-for-granted assumptions, in both migration policy 
and social work practice alike. Much social work assumes a national framework in its outreach, and 
fails to engage with questions of cross-border mobility and transnationalism (see Montesino and 
Righard 2015; Righard and Boccagni 2015). Even though this can be understood in the view of its 
historical development, contemporary population mobilities promt reflections on the who-question 
in social work; who should (not) be eligible, to what and when. While this question is as normative 
as classic to social work, on-going globalization processes with intensified dynamics of transna-
tional mobilities, have, at least partly, cast this question in a new light.

Morover, while immigration and integration policies generally have been kept apart (e.g. Qvist, 
Suter, and Ahlstedt 2015), not least on the discursive level, and probably more so in Sweden than in 
other Nordic countries (Guilherme Fernandes 2015), contemporary developments set this discon-
nection aside. While this development is not new per se, the post-2015 development has meant that 
immigration control and integration measures increasingly are being connected, and previously 
prevailing assumptions of neat separations between the inside and outside of the state are now 
radically waning, also in Sweden. Crucially, internalized bordering practices blur the distinction 
between migration and integration policies. More and more we are seeing how requirements to 
‘integrate’ are repurposed and reframed as policy tools to deter residency of refugees and other 
displaced persons.

Altogether, this special issue contributes with novel insights and deepening reflections on the 
precise configurations of the relationships between social service provision and bordering practices 
in Norway and Sweden; the practices and actors involved and the roles they play. In this way, some 
aspects of the underlying rationalities at play in the bordering of migrants in and through the social 
service sector are revealed. ‘Underlying rationalities’ is here understood as varying forms of 
organizing principles, techniques or mechanisms of policing, sometimes operating in unexpected 
and conflicting ways. As such, the special issue also speaks to the ethical and political questions and 
challenges that emerge at the nexus of bordering and social service provision. Several of the articles 
also reflect on the effects and implications of these developments for the wider society, especially in 
relation to how the exclusion of migrants from welfare services are connected with the multiple 
exclusions within citizenship (Anderson 2019) that have been emerging in welfare states as a result 
of increasing austerity.

Presentation of the collection of papers

In the first article of this themed issue, Turid Misje (2021) analyses ‘humanitarian social service 
provisions’ by various CSOs in Oslo, Norway aimed at homeless (so-called) EU migrants. The 
ambiguous legal status of EU migrants makes them ineligible for fully accessing the Norwegian 
welfare system. Instead, a politically contested parallel social service system run by CSOs has 
developed to meet the basic needs of this group. These service providers’ resources are scarce and 
make up a patchwork of services, rather than a coordinated system. The services are also geogra-
phically spread out around town. Misje uses an ethnographic approach and follows the EU migrants 
as they spend large parts of their days moving between places that provide access to food, a shower 
or a nights’ safe sleep. Misje shows how, based on a rationality of fairness, the CSOs create strategies 
for restricting access and queue management. Through this system, based on good intentions, CSOs 
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both alleviate and regulate the everyday lives of the migrants. The ‘exceptional’ character of the 
system, that is considered a supplement to the existing public welfare state, intersects with the 
concerns of migration management. In this way, Misje suggests, the NGOs’ ‘humanitarian admin-
istration of time’ emerges as a form of unintentional bordering function that ‘feeds into the totality 
of policies ultimately meant to discourage people from coming to Norway or encourage them to 
leave’.

With a similar focus on how bordering practices emerge through the policing of migrants’ time, 
Paula Mulinari (2021) analyses the experiences of unemployed foreign-born women in Malmö, 
Sweden. In the second article of this issue, she argues that there is a continuity between practices of 
temporal bordering in the asylum system and unemployment measures. The women have their time 
stolen in the migration process, when their former work experiences and education are unrecog-
nized and through time wasting unemployment schemes. According to Mulinari, the stigmatized 
category of unemployed foreign-born women positions them as practically non-citizens and failed 
citizens fixed in time, in need of labour market ‘salvation’. The article details three core aspects of 
how the time of unemployed foreign-born women is policed by placing people on hold (waiting 
time), placing people in line (labour time), and placing people out of line (disposable time). The 
women’s experiences of ‘time disposition and robbery, of time control and time waste’ by an 
arbitrary system renders racialized women’s time less valued and less visible. As such, temporal 
inequality is constitutive and fundamental to the reproduction of social inequalities and exploita-
tion. Mulinary concludes that such unequal, gendered and racial temporalities create a female and 
racialized workforce oriented towards care work that is supposed to be flexible, patient and grateful 
but in the end becomes disposable.

Similarly to Mulinari, the third article highlights how a different, but somewhat similarly 
positioned group is governed through patronizing practices of benevolence, namely unaccompa-
nied minors in Sweden at risk of deportation. Focusing on the nexus of child welfare and migration 
control, Maline Holmlund (2021) puts forth a detailed analysis of municipal policy documents – 
used as an example of best practice in national policy – which suggest that a ‘social work of return’ is 
in the best interest of unaccompanied children. Through a governmentality approach, Holmlund 
identifies how the documents frame mental health care of children as a technology of inclusion and 
exclusion. A therapeutical rationality focussing on preparing children for their potential expulsion 
to Afghanistan equals resistance towards such a future with expressions of ill health. ‘Collaboration’ 
between different actors responsible for the care of the children and the children themselves is 
presented as a solution through which children are persuaded to let go of ambitions to find a home 
in Sweden. Holmlund understands these practices as different forms of ‘policed activation’ through 
the benevolent disciplining of the children who are represented as at risk of harming themselves if 
left alone with their feelings and thoughts. In this way, Holmlund suggests, the concerns and 
experiences of the children are invalidated in favour of the overall consensus that healthy empow-
erment for these children is a matter of acceptance of non-belonging and activation of radical 
exclusion from Sweden. Through this, the rights and experiences of the children are negated, and 
social workers are alienated from the ethics of their profession, Holmlund concludes.

In the fourth article, the focus is again on document-analysis as Anna Lundberg and Pia Kjellbom 
(2021) show how judicial institutions ‘have become involved in the bordering practices of Swedish return 
migration’. Lundberg and Kjellbom make use of legal cartographic analytical tools to understand two 
recent transformations in the conditions for access to a ‘reasonable living standard’ for migrants in 
Sweden. They highlight the interconnectedness between developments in migration and welfare law 
through a comparative analysis of two legal and policy changes that were enacted after the 2015 spike in 
asylum seekers: First, the legislation regulating the reception of asylum seekers was changed so that they 
no longer can access financial and housing support after a final expulsion order. Second, a verdict in the 
Swedish Supreme Administrative Court regarding undocumented migrants’ access to social support 
from local authorities was issued, which stated that municipalities were neither obliged nor prohibited 
from providing so-called optional assistance. By neglecting binding international treaties, these changes 
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have rewritten and instrumentalized the idea of a ‘reasonable living standard’ as migrants’ access to it has 
been limited. Through these changes, the legislator and the court have seemingly entered an ‘interlegal 
alliance’ to handle the ‘return migration problem’, according to Lundberg and Kjellbom. These changes 
signal ‘to other judicial actors, and social workers who apply law, that it is unproblematic to disregard 
international obligations’, and jeopardize the legitimacy of the idea of the welfare state, Lundberg and 
Kjellbom argue, which potentially has consequences for citizens as well.

The fifth contribution to this themed issue also discusses social assistance to undocumented migrants. 
Vanna Nordling and Maria Persdotter (2021)analyse local-level administration of social services as a site 
of bordering by conducting a close comparative reading of the City of Malmö’s guidelines on social 
assistance. As the first municipality in Sweden, the City of Malmö extended access to social assistance to 
irregularised migrants through its 2013 guidelines. However, these were were redefined and restricted in 
2017, following the events of 2015. Nordling and Persdotter analyse this as a shift from a needs-based 
approach to one where immigration enforcement takes precedence over social policy as rights are limited 
to enable ‘self-deportation’. These shifts are supported through overall specialization, juridification and 
standardization of social service provision, according to Nordling and Persdotter. The bordering that 
takes place through these practices is ‘internalised and indirect’ and highlights how local-level policy is 
not only potentially progressive when treating irregularised migrants as de facto residents, but munici-
palities may just as well ‘mobilise their specific powers to enact “minimum rights-” and “self-deportation 
policies”’, Nordling and Persdotter argue. The relationship between national-level discourse and local- 
level policy is complex and the nexus of government migration policy and municipal social policy needs 
to be carefully monitored. Otherwise, Nordling and Persdotter conclude, there is an increasing risk that 
the ‘instrumentalisation of social policy for the purposes of border enforcement ends up eroding key 
principles of the social democratic welfare state by making social services less of a social right and more of 
a tool of disciplinary coercion and control’.

In the sixth article, Katrine Mayora Synnes (2021) also analyses social assistance to migrants, 
drawing on interviews with social workers who assess such support to unemployed Polish migrants 
living in Oslo. As the legal status of ‘mobile EU citizens’ is ambiguous in EU regulations and their 
presence in Norway is assumed to be temporary, the legal position of Polish migrants in relation to 
national welfare policies is complex. The presence of unemployed EU citizens is politically con-
tested in Norway and debates about their rights to social assistance are closely connected to issues of 
deservingness and conditionality. As street-level bureaucrats, the social workers’ decisions are 
shaped by institutionalized logics and social processes reproducing taken-for-granted understand-
ings regarding this group. Therefore, exclusionary practices towards unemployed Polish migrants 
need to be understood beyond national policies, according to Mayora Synnes. The interpretation 
and application of legal principles on a local level when social support to migrants is assessed are 
part of a complex borderwork. Mayora Synnes suggests that ‘this often leads to restrictive practices 
and that assessments of residence status and habitual residence function as subtle borderwork in 
which conditionalities derived from EU/EEA regulations are reinforced’. Like Lundberg and 
Kjellbom, as well as Nordling and Persdotter, Mayora Synnes highlights the potential limiting 
effects these processes might have for the welfare of citizens as well.

In the final article of this themed issue, Andrew Jolly and Jacob Lind (2021) compare how ‘firewalls’ 
have been negotiated in practice in Sweden and the UK during recent years. Firewalls limit data-sharing 
between rights providers and migration authorities and protect places where rights provision to 
undocumented migrants is carried out from border police work. Jolly and Lind show how, in Sweden, 
although there are arguably overall more rigid regulations regarding firewalls than in the UK, they have 
been increasingly contested by the border police since 2015. In the UK, where there are very few 
regulations protecting rights provisions for undocumented migrants from the border police, firewalls 
are being partly strengthened as a consequence of the so-called ‘Windrush scandal’ in recent years. This 
comparison shows, Jolly and Lind argue, that firewalls are a useful conceptual lens to understand migrant 
struggles and the development of migration policies. Moreover, they suggest that ‘firewalls can be a useful 
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resource for social service providers using their discretion to resist repressive migration governing at 
different levels and scales and for organising political work by and for people at risk of deportation’.

Note

1. The symposium and workshop were enabled thanks to generous funding from the Migration, Urbanization, 
and Societal Change (MUSA) PhD research programme at Malmö University. Much of the work involved in 
completing this special issue was carried out in the context of the research projects Advanced Legal Practices 
in the Welfare State (ARPIS; Forte 2018–00458), Undocumented Children’s Rights Claims (Swedish Research 
Council, 421–2012-683), and the Swedish part of the comparative project Governance and the Local 
Integration of Migrants and Europe’s Refugees ((GLIMER, funded in the Joint Programming Initiative 
Urban Europe, with support from the European Union's Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation 
Programme under grant agreement No 693443. The Swedish part was funded by FORMAS 2017-00028).
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