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Summary 

Studies on refugees and migrants in Africa and Europe show that encampment and the 

humanitarian government of undesirables leads to their exclusion inside a world that is said to 

be global, homogenous and to have no outside. This situation and these policies make the 

relationship between asylum, refuge and hospitality even more ambiguous than ever. 

 

 

We commonly see exile as having a spiritual, intellectual or artistic dimension. Out of this 

experience of deracination, illustrious figures have emerged, have even come into their own 

through a veritable tradition of exile literature. I am thinking notably of the Palestinian-born 

American intellectual Edward Said and his Reflections on Exile. Or the philosopher Hannah 

Arendt, who was the first to speak about the refugee condition and how it puts the state, by 

unmasking it, into question: her reflections on the itinerancy of the stateless and on human 

superfluity can be read in the light of her own experience as a German refugee in the United 

States, arriving in New York in 1941 and becoming a naturalized American citizen ten years 

later. Also in New York and also teaching at the New School, was the Austrian sociologist 

Alfred Schütz, exiled in July 1939. He meticulously described a phenomenology of cultural 

hybridization that showed how, based on his own experience, cultural models become 

partially superimposed and interwoven, engendering new ways of “thinking as usual” that are 

always syncretic and always singular and which, having lost their obviousness or naturalness, 

gain in objectivity and understanding of the world. In spite of all of the pain, loss and 

uncertainty caused by exile, the exiled subjects were thus able to give new meaning to their 

lives, to put down stakes, to make a place for themselves, to “think elsewhere” (in Nicole 

Lapierre’s words) while being right there where they were. This being-present in the world 

was expressed in the form of political, artistic or narrative acts: through stories of the self, 

turning oneself into someone else and thus severing oneself from a self left painfully “in 

limbo”... 
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 Today the historical situation is radically different. The people whom we used to call 

exiles no longer arrive anywhere where they can start to plant the seeds of the story, the poem 

or party of their exile. The figure of the exile no longer has any ground upon which to grow 

simply because there is no longer any place that is recognized as the exile’s place, unless it is 

a camp, a place of exclusion, of obstructed movement. We have gone from the spiritual 

grandeur of the exile to the institutional deprivation of the refugee or the “undocumented 

foreigner.” Refugees are dependent on the policies that recognize their status as aid or asylum 

seekers. Having to ask for this sort of minimal assistance creates a very strange, humiliating 

situation that means that exiles now have to beg for their refugee status. In my most recent 

book, Le couloir des exilés. Être étranger dans un monde commun, I attempt to show how the 

grandeur of exile is something that is almost unthinkable today. 

 What happened? At a certain point in the history of Europe, and particularly in France, 

there was a change in direction. In the 1930s, there were certainly foreigners who were seen 

as “undesirable.” Among them were the Spanish refugees, nearly 500,000 of whom had fled 

to France by the end of the Spanish War in 1939. Over 200,000 spent time in internment 

camps. An even greater number, however, received assistance and recognition from strong 

political and intellectual support networks. As a result, the image of the Spanish exile was not 

reduced to that of an interned refugee. During World War II, the forced displacement of 30 

million people led to the establishment of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) in 1950, when the war was over. And in 1951, the Geneva Convention 

relating to the status of refugees and asylum was also ratified by United Nations. These 

initiatives were directly linked to the post-war context, to the redemption of Europe after the 

tragedy of the Shoah and to the new Cold War situation, which culminated in the construction 

of the Berlin Wall in 1961. The West, positioning itself as the free world, wanted to be 

considered a haven for all those who were banished or able to escape from the Soviet Bloc. 

Led by Europe and the United States, the western world became the standard bearer of 

universalist ideals. 

 With the fall of the Berlin Wall, the need for this universalist rhetoric seems to have 

disappeared or changed sides, showing just how place-specific and relative universalism is. 

The ‘90s were a time of ambiguity and uncertainty. Marking the end of one century and the 

beginning of another, they introduced a radical turning point. Asylum and, more generally 

speaking, anything related to crossing national borders—in particular, international 

migrations from the South to the North, or even between countries in the South—was 

stigmatized as a burden, that of “the poor of the world,” and a threat. Migrants and refugees in 
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precarious situations thus came to be seen as undesirable persons: illegal, clandestine or 

dangerous. In just a few years, asylum in Europe was drastically cut back: at the beginning of 

the ‘90s, 85% of requests were granted, while by the mid-2000s more than 85% of requests 

were being refused.  New procedures for externalizing the management of asylum and 

immigration have been implemented in the last decade. The infamous “Readmission 

Agreements,” whose terms blatantly contradict the Geneva Convention of 1951, are part of 

this new institutional apparatus: signing such an agreement with the country of origin (Libya, 

Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Albania, Morocco, Senegal, etc.) enables the European Union or any one 

of its member countries to immediately deport anyone coming from that country. What this 

amounts to is a de facto abolition of the right of asylum, while officially declaring that it still 

exists. 

 There is thus a return to the images of outcasts, supernumeraries, residual lives, the 

human superfluity that Hannah Arendt spoke about in reference to the stateless. In a world 

that claims to be “one world,” homogenous and consensual, without any extraneous residue, 

they are in excess. A place outside of this world must be invented for them, a place that keeps 

them alive physically, but deprives them of any social existence. That is what I have called 

internal exile. It involves a long, excruciating, sometimes dangerous journey from a fringe 

area to an official camp, a detention center or a forest camp. Those who are subjected to it 

also move from one institutional category to another—illegal alien, asylum seeker, internally 

displaced person, refugee, undocumented migrant—without ever finding a way out towards 

the possibility of recognition and a place in a host society or city. 

 This “exile row” is part of the “collateral damage” produced by the exclusionary security 

policies of the “first world.” It is also, at least in part, the domain of the humanitarian 

government, the sphere in which it operates. I use this concept to designate the concrete 

devices that are set up to manage undesirable people throughout the world, the places and 

situations in which NGOs function as delegated governments. Combining worldwide 

encampment with humanitarian government has become the biopolitical answer to a range of 

phenomena presented as “disasters” (hazards of nature, political crises, human migration). It 

creates a distant, delegated, citizen-less form of government for residual lives outside of the 

globalized world. Before we proceed any further, it will be helpful to present a few brief 

figures. 

 There are currently 12 million refugees recognized by the UNHCR. They are, in other 

words, the ones with cards (from the UNHCR, the World Food Program, etc.) and 

approximately one third of them are in camps. In addition, dispersed throughout the world 



 4 

since 1948, are 4.5 million Palestinian refugees, 1.5 million of whom live in camps. To those 

figures should be added another category, that of the IDP or Internal Displaced Persons, as 

they are called by the United Nations, who have fled their homes due to war or violence, but 

who have not crossed their country’s borders: for example, in Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan, etc. 

The number of internal displaced persons is officially estimated at 30 million, with at least six 

million of them living in camps. And another category has recently appeared in the UNHCR’s 

statistics: stateless persons, who are currently estimated to be about 12 million worldwide. We 

also need to include the 20 million people counted by the UN in 2008 who have been 

displaced by “natural disasters.” Everywhere, people without moorings are living in places 

that are set apart (300 UNHCR refugee camps, several hundred internal displaced persons 

camps, self-installed camps, concealed shelters and other “ghettoes”), excluded from common 

citizenship. 

 Overall, we can say that more than 75 million people worldwide are in situations of 

forced displacement, with 75 percent of these migrations occurring solely between countries 

of the southern hemisphere. However, these figures do not take into account those who are 

considered to be “illegal aliens” in certain countries, but who may have once belonged to one 

or another of the above categories before all of their requests for recognition were denied. 

Thus, for example, in the metropolitan area of Sabra, Beirut, on the outskirts of the Shatila 

camp, live thousands of “bidoon,” which literally means “without,” whose cases would be 

covered, or used to be covered, by most of the categories mentioned above. 

 Amidst the rapid cultural changes and hybridizations taking place across the planet, it is 

as difficult for a foreigner to be recognized as different as it is for an exile to find a place in 

the world we share in common. The exile became a foreigner when the foreigner turned into 

an undesirable. It is exclusion that defines the foreigner’s place and situation. 

Extraterritoriality is what gives the first illusion of being a foreigner. This was even 

officialized by two laws passed in France in 2003 and 2010: any patch of French soil on 

which an “illegal” foreigner sets foot may, according to these laws, be declared “outside of 

national territory.” Holding zones or detention centers thus recreate the screening vestibules 

and confinement policies that are characteristic of camps. These places (I call them hors-

lieux, outplaces) become spaces of exception and anyone who happens to be inside of them 

also happens to be outside of the laws that commonly apply to everyone—such an unclear, 

peripheral relationship to the law was described by Kafka in these troubling words: “We are 

outside the law, no one knows it and yet everyone treats us accordingly” (Diaries, 1910-

1923). 
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 Finally, exclusion is a political instrument that renders invisible: detention in a camp is a 

method of “containment,” understood as a “territorialized form of extradition” (J. Butler). As 

if it were at war, our increasingly spatialized world contains and excludes with increasing 

violence. The undesirable foreigners held in these outplaces are thus being held outside of a 

social order that is conceived, programmed and governed by national states for an ever-

shrinking circle of citizens with full citizenship. 

 All of these outplaces become spaces that turn the individuals confined, held or sheltered 

therein, regardless of who they actually are, into outsiders. Shutting them up entails, as we 

have seen, procedures of exclusion, extraterritoriality and exception: three “ex’s,” as in 

“outside.”  

 This outside, however, is being recreated, is under construction, is a heterotopy that is a 

long way from any exotic “faraway” land. Moreover, it does not actually have to be very far 

away since geographical distances are erased by globalization, just as cultural distance has 

been absorbed or wiped out by this same process of globalization. 

 On the other hand, the descendants of migrants who are exiles in the city and who have 

not left the area in which their parents have settled are also considered outsiders. That is how 

the ghetto itself ends up becoming a place for undesirables, internal exiles. 

 Refugees, so-called “illegal” migrants, bidoon and the undocumented have come to 

occupy the symbolic position of the undesirable foreigner—whose alterity is never explored 

because the walls that were built to exclude prevent any experience of this alterity. The only 

possible, realistic form of interaction that would permit such an experience in this era of 

human globalization that is ours today is hospitality. Without a true politics of hospitality—

which on a global scale would be a cosmopolitics—the two solutions that exist today are 

profoundly ambiguous: the asylum we give is synonymous with the asylum that locks people 

up. Those who live in or go through this asylum feel like they are in prison. The second 

branch of this approach defined by containment and an inhospitable host society is made up 

of refuges, shelters or hideaways that are self-implemented for lack of hospitality. If we were 

to face the facts, we would thus have to admit that, in our times, the splendid phrase by the 

historian Michelet (1935), “of the asylum is born the city,” would have to be rewritten more 

pragmatically: “of the refuge is born the ghetto.” Which should prompt us to rethink the 

ghetto, its history and its future, in terms of asylum, refuge and hospitality. 
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1 Translator’s note: I have chosen to retain the term’s neologistic form, rather than trying to 

“make sense” of it. However, in English one can compare it to words such as “outlaw” or 

“outhouse.” 


