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Lars Breuls Vrije Universiteit Brussel 

 

Detainees’ Perceptions of (Il)Legitimacy and (Im)Mobility in Immigration Detention 

 

States are increasingly relying on detention for purposes of migration control. Criminologists, in turn, 

have started to do research in immigration detention facilities, illustrating how detainees are 

deprived from their sense of belonging and how boundaries are (re)produced, yet also challenged 

on a daily basis. Based on ethnographic research in a Belgian and a Dutch immigration detention 

centre, I will argue that (counter-)narratives are vital in these processes of meaning-making and 

boundary challenging. I will illustrate how storytelling is used as a (limited) way of coping with the 

pains of detention and forced return. Stories that criticize the legitimacy of immigration detention 

and forced removal are indeed actively shared between detainees, yet also altered throughout 

conversations with other detainees, family members, lawyers and immigration detention staff. At 

the same time, an ambiguity is observable: while most detainees plea for the abolition of (or at least 

the shortening of the length of) immigration detention altogether, the legitimacy of border control 

in general is not denied by most detainees. Stories regarding the illegitimacy of forced removal tend 

to be more individualistic, challenging forced removal in a concrete situation. Which specific 

narratives are mobilized thus depends on the concrete situation of the detainee. 
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