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Abstract
Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic are two recent crises whose combined effects exacerbated

the exclusion of irregular migrants in Europe. In this thesis, I will explore the structure-agency

linkages that shaped the everyday survival strategies of irregular Filipino migrants (IFMs) in

navigating a post-Brexit, mid-pandemic UK. Using Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson’s

frameworks of political-civil society, differential inclusion, and internal borders, I examine how

IFMs exercised their agency against the “formal” rules of the state as well as the “informal” rules

set by fellow social actors. The themes that emerged from the analysis underscored the

long-debated sociological tensions between structure and agency. Among these, the most

recurring one is that IFMs’ agency were expanded or delimited by their positionality vis-à-vis

various social actors such as employers, landlords, co-tenants, “benevolent” individuals, and

immigration middlemen. This necessitates further studies that could link these micro-level

structurations to the broader epistemic shifts within Europe’s migration governance framework.

Keywords: Irregular migration, structure and agency, positionality, Brexit, UK, pandemic,
self-integration, autonomy of migration, acts of citizenship, Filipino migrants, Philippines

Word Count: 29,974
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Although it has no universally accepted definition, irregular migration has been used as an

umbrella term for human mobility taking place “outside the laws, regulations, or international

agreements” governing entry or exit across nation-states.1 Irregular migration is a polarising

issue in host countries like the UK where a comprehensive set of policies create a hostile

environment towards unlawfully-present migrants.2 Hostile environments are designed to make

“borders part of everyday life” for irregular migrants by excluding them from public services and

basic rights in healthcare, housing, and employment, among others.3 A central question

underpinning social studies of irregular migration is how migrants could behave as individuals

with agency in hostile environments designed to exclude them. Two strains of discourse emerged

at the intersection of critical migration and citizenship studies to analyse this phenomenon.4 On

the one hand, proponents of the autonomy of migration approach posit that becoming

imperceptible – to blend in by appearing as a “normal” citizen – enables irregular migrants to

resist the attempts to monitor them.5 These strategies also resist the normalised representation of

irregular migrants as “‘illegally present’ and thus necessarily marginalised, isolated and deprived

of rights, power and opportunities.”6 On the other hand, the acts of citizenship framework

proposes a conceptual shift on what it means to be a citizen. Rather than a legal status conferred

by the state, citizenship is reframed as breaks from habitus when irregular migrants act in ways

typically reserved for legal citizens.7

7 Engin F. Isin and Greg M. Nielsen, Acts of Citizenship (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 4.
6 Reinhard Schweitzer, “Integration against the State,” 328.

5 Dimitris Papadopoulos and Vassilis Tsianos, “The Autonomy of Migration: The Animals of
Undocumented Mobility,” in Deleuzian Encounters: Studies in Contemporary Social Issues, ed. Anna
Hickey-Moody and Peta Malins (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 5.

4 Reinhard Schweitzer, “Integration against the State: Irregular Migrants’ Agency between Deportation and
Regularisation in the United Kingdom,” Politics 37, no. 3 (January 10, 2017): 317.

3 Global Justice Now, “The Hostile Environment for Immigrants: How Theresa May Has Created an
Underclass in the UK,” 2018,
https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/resources/hostile_environment_briefing_feb_2018.pdf.

2 Marie L. Mallet-Garcia and Nicola Delvino, “Rethinking Exclusionary Policies: The Case of Irregular
Migrants during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Europe,” Social Policy Review 33 (July 30, 2021): 243–64.

1 The term “irregular” will be used throughout this paper as an umbrella term for migrants whose
movement took place “outside the laws, regulations, or international agreements governing the entry into or exit
from the State of origin, transit or destination.” See https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms.

https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/resources/hostile_environment_briefing_feb_2018.pdf
https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/resources/hostile_environment_briefing_feb_2018.pdf
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
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Although both are crucial facets of migrant agency, neither can capture the broad range of

strategies migrants employ and combine “to strengthen their position vis-à-vis the state.”8

Reinhard Schweitzer proposed framing irregular migrants’ agency in terms of self-integration, or

the strategies irregular migrants employ due to their exclusion from formal routes of integration.

According to this approach, migrants exercise their agency by selecting from a repertoire of

strategies shaped by motivators where the possibility of regularisation is the ultimate reward and

the threat of deportation is the ultimate punishment. These strategies may include or combine –

but are not necessarily limited to – acts of citizenship and imperceptibility. For instance, irregular

migrants in hostile environments such as the UK’s may try to negotiate with their landlords to

lower their rent.9 This could be classified as an act of citizenship because it is rather atypical to

negotiate rent for those who do not have the right to reside in the UK in the first place.10

Simultaneously, the same migrants could maintain imperceptibility by working for employers

who agreed to hire them informally. However, since they are not protected by labour laws, they

are more likely to get paid less than the minimum wage. In this sense, Schweitzer argued that

migrants can exercise agency by selecting which self-integration strategies to employ and

trade-offs to make in different spheres of life.

However, this may also result in paradoxical ways where migrants’ self-integration

strategies may result in modes of exploitation and subjugation in the informal economy. I argue

that more nuance on irregular migrants’ positionality is needed when analysing how they

negotiate and navigate these informal arrangements. As Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson

argued, irregular migrants’ agency should be contextualised within “political society” where the

informal, sometimes arbitrary, rules set by their landlords, cohabitants, colleagues, and

employers are different from those set by “civil society.”11 Linking this to Schweitzer’s

framework, I argue that irregular migrants’ self-integration strategies are not only shaped by their

exclusion from formal routes towards integration, but also by their relationships with social

actors in political society. In hostile environments like the UK, governments may implement

11 Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson, Border as Method, Or, the Multiplication of Labor (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2013): 166.

10 Schweitzer, 320.

9 UK Immigration Justice Watch, “What you need to know to prepare an effective private life claim,” UK
Immigration Justice Watch Blog, July 24, 2020,
https://ukimmigrationjusticewatch.com/2020/07/24/what-you-need-to-know-to-prepare-an-effective-private-life-clai
m-dissection-of-paragraph-276ade1-of-the-immigration-rules/.

8 Schweitzer, 327.

https://ukimmigrationjusticewatch.com/2020/07/24/what-you-need-to-know-to-prepare-an-effective-private-life-claim-dissection-of-paragraph-276ade1-of-the-immigration-rules/
https://ukimmigrationjusticewatch.com/2020/07/24/what-you-need-to-know-to-prepare-an-effective-private-life-claim-dissection-of-paragraph-276ade1-of-the-immigration-rules/
https://ukimmigrationjusticewatch.com/2020/07/24/what-you-need-to-know-to-prepare-an-effective-private-life-claim-dissection-of-paragraph-276ade1-of-the-immigration-rules/
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policies that threaten migrants with deportation as well as induce hostility and create distrust in

these relationships.12 Hence, irregular migrants’ agency in such environments are shaped by their

position not only as outsiders from civil society (e.g., as non-citizens), but also by the political

contexts of their everyday lives. In this vein, this thesis addresses the following question: How

were the self-integration strategies of irregular Filipino migrants (IFMs) shaped by agency and

positionality in the context of a post-Brexit, mid-pandemic UK?

To address this question, I will first synthesise two strands of literature on irregular

migrants’ agency and link them to the broader sociological debate on the relative power of

structure over agency versus that of agency over structure. Proponents of agency-centric

approaches argue that irregular migrants may exercise their agency to undermine state structures

such as border control and surveillance. However, beyond the formal rules of the state, migrant

agency can also be delimited by political society or the informal rules set by fellow social actors

in hostile environments where everyone is a de facto immigration officer. I argue that this

necessitates an analysis not only of agency, per se, but also the broader debate on the constant

tension between structure and agency experienced by irregular migrants in hostile environments.

To explore this tension in the specific context of irregular migration, I will use the concept of

positionality to analyse how migrants’ social positions may expand or delimit their capacity to

exercise their agency in different aspects of daily life. Meanwhile, I will draw from Schweitzer’s

self-integration concept – which combines and broadens the acts of citizenship and autonomy of

migration frameworks – to identify irregular migrants’ agency-driven strategies against the

structures designed to subdue them. In this thesis, I will ground my discussions of migrant

agency and positionality in the lived experiences of IFMs in the UK during the first few months

of the COVID-19 pandemic as discussed in the next chapter.

12 Schweitzer, 328.
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Chapter 2: Significance and Aims

Irregular migration in the UK was a pivotal issue during the Brexit debates. Among the core

arguments made by Leavers was the utilization of Article 8 of the European Convention on

Human Rights as a legal source that could be abused to justify undocumented migrants’ appeals

to stay in the UK. Subsequent sanctions under Immigration Act 2016 activated an even more

hostile environment towards irregular migrants in terms of tenancy, employment, and access to

public services and healthcare, among others. As such, irregular migrants in the UK have had to

navigate a society where “every citizen is now a status checker or has their status checked.”13 In

such environments, migrants have to contend with constant threats of deportation enacted not

only by the UK’s immigration authorities (e.g., Home Office) per se, but also other government

institutions and fellow members of the host society. As Jamie Greirson put it, hostile

environments “made immigration enforcement officers out of a range of citizens – from

landlords being required to conduct right-to-rent checks to doctors assessing the immigration

statuses of the sick before they were treated.”14 For instance, the National Health Service (NHS)

has been reported to share confidential patient data to the Home Office, which dissuaded

irregular migrants from seeking medical attention.15 These risky behaviours were found to have

far-reaching effects not only on irregular migrants themselves, but also the vulnerable

communities they belong to and the overall health of the British populace.16

The combined effects of Brexit and the COVID-19 arguably exacerbated the

consequences of the UK’s hostile environment on public health.17 During the pandemic,

migration issues became inextricably linked to this public health crisis when lower vaccination

17 Carlo Carraro et al., “A New Era for Europe: How the European Union Can Make the Most of Its
Pandemic Recovery, Pursue Sustainable Growth, and Promote Global Stability,” European Commission, March 1,
2022.

16 Vasiliki Papageorgiou et al., “Patient Data-Sharing for Immigration Enforcement,” 5; Sophie J. Weller et
al., “The Negative Health Effects of Hostile Environment Policies on Migrants: A Cross-Sectional Service
Evaluation of Humanitarian Healthcare Provision in the UK,” Wellcome Open Research 4 (July 22, 2019): 109,
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.15358.1.

15 Vasiliki Papageorgiou et al., “Patient Data-Sharing for Immigration Enforcement: A Qualitative Study of
Healthcare Providers in England,” BMJ Open 10, no. e033202 (February 2020), 1-10, https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjopen-2019-033202.

14 Jamie Grierson, “Hostile Environment: Anatomy of a Policy Disaster,” The Guardian, August 27, 2018,
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/aug/27/hostile-environment-anatomy-of-a-policy-disaster.

13 Colin Yeo, “Briefing: What Is the Hostile Environment, Where Does It Come From, Who Does It
Affect?",” Free Movement, May 2018, https://freemovement.org.uk/briefing-what-is-the-hostile-environment-
where-does-it-come-from-who-does-it-affect.

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/aug/27/hostile-environment-anatomy-of-a-policy-disaster
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/aug/27/hostile-environment-anatomy-of-a-policy-disaster
https://freemovement.org.uk/briefing-what-is-the-hostile-environment-where-does-it-come-from-who-does-it-affect/
https://freemovement.org.uk/briefing-what-is-the-hostile-environment-where-does-it-come-from-who-does-it-affect/
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rates were reported among irregular migrants due to fears of deportation and inability to access

state support.18 The experiences of irregular Filipino migrants (IFMs) in the UK is a significant

and urgent case study to explore the combined repercussions of these two crises. The Kanlungan

Filipino Consortium, a registered charity that supports Filipino migrants in the UK, reported that

the UK’s initial pandemic response policies (e.g., Health Protection Regulations of 2020) had

paradoxical effects on IFMs. Without access to unemployment insurance, pandemic relief, and

other forms of state support, most IFMs decided to risk their personal health – and, by extension,

the public’s – by continuing to work despite increased exposure to the virus.19

Apart from the UK, bilateral labour agreements between European countries and the

Philippines were reinvigorated during the pandemic. For instance, Germany established formal

pathways of migration for Filipino nurses to plug its own nursing shortage while claiming to act

upon the principle of ethical recruitment through the Triple Win Project.20 This

government-to-government labour agreement is aimed at training and recruiting Filipino nursing

students in preparation for a mid- to long-term career in Germany. In practice, these policies

were criticised for being less concerned with ethical recruitment than they are a cost-effective

state strategy to temporarily employ non-European labourers from the Global South.21 To gauge

the ethicality of migrant labour policies in Europe, one has to consider how these principles are

put into practice as experienced by the most vulnerable subsets of immigrants. This is especially

relevant in European countries where hostile environment policies directly or indirectly influence

irregular migrants to respond in ways that may put themselves or others at risk in crisis situations

like the pandemic.

Linking this to the concepts introduced earlier, it is important to understand how these

behaviours are shaped by migrant agency as well as positionality. For instance, one policy

enacted in the UK to curb the spread of the virus was providing financial assistance to British

21 Castles and Ozkul, “Circular Migration,” 28.

20 Stephen Castles and Derya Ozkul, “Circular Migration: Triple Win, or a New Label for Temporary
Migration?,” Global and Asian Perspectives on International Migration 4, no. 1 (September 13, 2014): 27–49,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08317-9_2.

19 PICUM, “The COVID-19 Pandemic: We Need Urgent Measures to Protect People and Mend the Cracks
in Our Health, Social Protection and Migration Systems,” Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented
Migrants, March 2020; Ella Parry-Davies, “A Chance to Feel Safe: Precarious Filipino Migrants amid the UK’s
Coronavirus Outbreak,” Kanlungan (Kanlungan Filipino Consortium and RAPAR, June 2020), 4,
https://www.kanlungan.org.uk/ ?page_id=118.

18 Michael Savage, “Migrants Refusing Vaccines for Fear of Being Deported, Charity Warns,” The
Guardian, November 13, 2021.

https://www.kanlungan.org.uk/?page_id=118
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residents, given they comply with the self-isolation rules if they tested positive.22 Two

interrelated aspects of migrant agency and positionality are important to consider here: First,

irregular migrants are ineligible for this assistance due to the UK’s No Recourse to Public Funds

(NRPF) condition. In response to their exclusion from this policy, IFMs have had to

self-integrate – that is, find alternative ways to make a living – to survive during the pandemic.

As Kanlungan reported, most IFMs sought work even during severe outbreaks to compensate for

the lack of financial assistance which made them more likely to contract and spread the virus.23

Second, most IFMs were employed via contract-less, no-work-no-pay arrangements to maintain

their imperceptibility from authorities. During lockdowns, Kanlungan found that IFMs became

more vulnerable to exploitative work conditions and health risks since they accepted any job

opportunity that came along to avoid destitution.24

Kanlungan’s key findings on IFMs necessitate a deeper analysis of irregular migrants’

self-integration strategies as shaped not only by their agency, but also by positionality. On the

one hand, irregular migrants may exercise their agency by strategically “breaking” rules to

survive during the pandemic while maintaining their imperceptibility from authorities. On the

other hand, irregular migrants’ self-integration strategies are shaped by their positionality with

respect to formal rules of UK Immigration (e.g., NRPF) and informal rules with employers (e.g.,

no-work-no-pay). This entails not only identifying the self-integration strategies IFMs employ

based on existing typologies on migrant agency (e.g., as acts of citizenship or imperceptibility),

but also contextualising them in migrants’ positions within British society.

More broadly, I argue that this necessitates the acknowledgment of the inherently

“European and liberal biases” of citizenship and migration studies, specifically in their very

notions of (non)citizenship and (ir)regular mobility.25 Although this is beyond the actual scope of

this thesis, my proposal to revive the dimension of positionality in the analysis of migrant agency

brings into focus the persistence of these biases when discussing irregular migration. As I will

discuss in the conceptual framework, agency-centric frameworks such as acts of citizenship and

25 One interesting example in modern citizenship and mobility studies is hukou, China’s “glocal” concept of
social citizenship, which challenges Eurocentric concepts of (non)belonging and the dichotomy of the (non-)West:
Chenchen Zhang, “Governing Neoliberal Authoritarian Citizenship: Theorizing Hukou and the Changing Mobility
Regime in China,” Citizenship Studies 22, no. 8 (June 12, 2018): 861,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2018.1531824.

24 Parry-Davies, Hayashi, Kanlungan, 4.
23 Ella Parry-Davies, Mariko Hayashi, and Kanlungan Filipino Consortium, “A Chance to Feel Safe,” 15.

22 The Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (Self-Isolation) (England) Regulations 2020 (SI
2020/1045), accessed November 24, 2021, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1045/contents.
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autonomy of migration tend to overlook the structural factors that continue to hinder irregular

migrants’ full exercise of agency. Moreover, it is important to note that the events I will discuss

in this thesis transpired under the rather exceptional conditions of the pandemic. In such a

widespread crisis, one could expect already-precarious individuals to become immobilised or

isolated once they have exhausted their resources in nearly all spheres of everyday life. However,

I argue that it is exactly these extreme situations that serve as a litmus test to assess the

potentiality and limitations of these agency-driven strategies in overcoming the structural

obstacles faced by irregular migrants in Europe.

Hence, the aims of this thesis are twofold. First, I will engage with ongoing discourse on

the two dominant concepts of irregular migrant agency – acts of citizenship and becoming

imperceptible – by identifying how IFMs employ these types of self-integration strategies in their

own circumstances. By grounding my analyses using these two concepts, I aim to address some

of the gaps or inconsistencies in their respective theoretical frameworks. Building on

Schweitzer’s proposal to merge these two frameworks, I will identify how IFMs can

self-integrate by employing both types or combining elements of each. Second, I aim to explore

the role of IFMs’ positionality in shaping the outcomes of their self-integration strategies. Using

Mezzadra and Neilson’s concepts of “civil” and “political” society, I will contextualise these

strategies within the respective formal and informal rules IFMs have to navigate. In this context,

formal rules pertain to the due processes of UK Immigration that systematically exclude IFMs as

“unlawful” residents in British society. Whereas informal rules pertain to IFMs’ informal

arrangements with employers, landlords, co-tenants, and other members of British society who

can act as de facto immigration officers due to the UK’s hostile environment.

The following chapters are organised into five interconnected parts. The next chapter is a

detailed discussion of my conceptual framework vis-á-vis irregular migrants’ agency and

positionality. The fourth chapter describes the research methodology and the practical limitations

I encountered during the process. I will also explain why I selected the five-step framework

method, used existing interview data through Kanlungan, and revised the conceptual framework

as new themes emerged from the data processing stage. The fifth chapter covers the analysis and

is organised into five sections pertaining to the themes that emerged from the interviews: (i)

housing situation (ii) rent negotiation (iii) employment (iv) social, public, and non-governmental

support, and (v) self-integration and regularisation. Each section will comprise in-depth analyses
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of the interviews guided by the conceptual framework (see Table 1). The analysis chapter will

conclude with a sixth section linking these five sections to the broader questions posed by

Manuela Bojadžijev on the implications of Europe’s increased logistification of migration. In the

sixth chapter, I will briefly summarise the key takeaways from the analysis in accordance with

the two aims of this thesis.



15

Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section traces the conceptual linkages

between European citizenship and migration with emphasis on the plural experiences of migrants

who were relegated to “second-class citizens” of their host country. Linking these to the broader

sociological debates on the tension between structure and agency, I argue that Eleonore

Kofman’s insights on the multiple positions of (dis)empowerment for different types of citizens

and migrants remains pertinent. The second section follows the focal shift from positionality to

agency in the interdisciplinary fields of citizenship studies and migration studies. In this section,

I first discuss how the increased academic interest in agency-driven strategies played a

fundamental role in shaping these two fields, as exemplified by the acts of citizenship framework

and autonomy of migration approach, respectively. I also propose Schweitzer’s self-integration

framework as a broader abstraction of these two approaches which, despite their ontological

differences, present two interrelated aspects of migrant agency. In the third section, I propose

shifting the focus back to positionality – as a concept that links structure and agency – to balance

the predominantly agency-driven analyses of irregular migration. In this vein, I introduce

Mezzadra & Neilson’s concepts of civil society, political society, internal borders, and

differential inclusion as my analytical framework for migrant positionality in the UK’s hostile

environment and, more broadly, in the European Union. The definitions of the key concepts

discussed in this chapter are listed in Table 1 to serve as a glossary for the analysis.

3.1 Citizenship and migration: From political boundaries to political spaces
Citizenship, in the strictest sense, is a legal status conferred on individuals who meet the criteria

for membership to a certain state, giving them the right to enter and live within state territory

without the threat of deportation.26 Each state determines its unique set of conditions and

priorities for citizenship in which the commonly recognised factors are birth, family, marriage,

and naturalisation. In practice, the rights and responsibilities enshrined by the state on its citizens

are not uniform, creating hierarchies of citizenship shaped by the socio-cultural and political

26 Bridget Anderson, “Citizenship: What Is It and Why Does It Matter?,” The Migration Observatory at the
University of Oxford, March 29, 2011, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016
/04/PolicyPrimer-Citizenship.pdf.

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/PolicyPrimer-Citizenship.pdf
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/PolicyPrimer-Citizenship.pdf


16

context of the nation.27 Within these hierarchies, irregular migrants, being non-citizens, are

typically “perpetual” outsiders, especially in host societies with hostile environments.28

In 1995, Eleonore Kofman published an article that investigates how these citizenship

hierarchies in Western Europe could be embedded in systemic discrimination towards migrants.29

This unfolded at a time when Western European countries was facing dynamic conditions due to

cross-border mobility upon the creation of a single market, fluctuating regional borders due to

the Yugoslavic wars, and heightened national security measures against terrorism. In her

analysis, Kofman traced the interlinkages between citizenship and cross-border migration to

assess how the proliferation of new political spaces (e.g., migrant community networks)

challenges the central power of the nation-state. These spaces were forged at a time when ethnic

minorities and migrant women were treated as inferior “second-class citizens” in their respective

host countries even after becoming nominal European citizens.30 On the one hand, Kofman

acknowledged the potential of these alternative democratic spaces to counteract the European

states’ exclusion of minorities and migrants. However, she also cautioned that the experiences of

racism and sexism of second-class citizens continued to hinder their full realisation of their

freedoms and rights.

More importantly, Kofman emphasised that these experiences vary across different

identities and that these pluralities should be considered within these spaces. In this sense,

positionality – or the aspects of an individual's social identity (e.g., gender, race, class) that

influence their power, resources, and views in a specific context – shapes how second-class

citizens experience these spaces. Since “second-class citizens” are not a monolithic group in the

first place, these spaces also have to accommodate various, sometimes even competing, needs

that require prioritisation of different rights and duties. As Kofman put it, one ought to consider

such complexities to understand why these spaces could enable some individuals to freely

exercise their agency yet serve as an obstacle to others’:

30 Eleonore Kofman, “Citizenship for Some but Not for Others,” 129.

29 Eleonore Kofman, “Citizenship for Some but Not for Others: Spaces of Citizenship in Contemporary
Europe,” Political Geography 14, no. 2 (February 1995): 121-137, https://doi.org/10.1016/0962-6298(95)91660-v.

28 Hung-En Sung et al., “Surveillance without Protection: Policing Undocumented Migrant Workers in an
American Suburb,” The British Journal of Criminology 56, no. 5 (2016): 877–97,
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azv086.

27 Joe Painter and Chris Philo, “Spaces of Citizenship: An Introduction,” Political Geography 14, no. 2
(February 1995): 107–20, https://doi.org/10.1016/0962-6298(95)91659-r.
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The plurality of spaces of governance and citizenship opening up in Community Europe

is seen as a fruitful response to multiple identities and loyalties. Certainly the state is not

a unitary given, and it is increasingly influenced by European and global processes. We

should, however, look carefully at what each of these levels can offer and what new

frontiers and concepts of communities they lay down. Are these multiple sites of power

generating new types of relationships between state and society, or rather parallel forms

of statization?31

Although it has been nearly three decades since Kofman posed this question, it remains

very pertinent to the present challenges of European integration. More recently, anthropocentric

perspectives have shifted the focus from positionality to the actual strategies individuals employ

to overcome these boundaries. Particularly, there was increased emphasis on the role of agency

among second-class citizens (and non-citizens) who strive to claim their rights and make

themselves seen in the public sphere. On the specific issue of irregular migration, two emerging

fields – citizenship and migration studies – have been shown to “remove the focus” on migration

policies by “zooming in on human agency and the migrant’s motivations” as agents.32

In philosophical terms, an agent is “a being with the capacity to act” and their agency

“denotes the exercise or manifestation of this capacity.”33 From a sociological perspective, the

concept of agency is intrinsically tied to structure. The fundamental debate on “the relative

power of agency versus structure” is one of the key tensions underlying the field of social

sciences. Broadly speaking, agency refers to the “capacity of human actors to project alternative

future possibilities, and then to actualize those possibilities.”34 Whereas structure refers to the

social systems that constrain – or totally undermine – this capacity. In the context of irregular

migration, the relative power of agency over structure may pertain to the ways migrants refute,

subvert, or undermine the borders, laws, and surveillance methods designed to exclude them.

Rather than focusing on these structures, agency-centred approaches towards irregular migration

34 Paul McLaughlin and Thomas Dietz, “Structure, Agency and Environment: Toward an Integrated
Perspective on Vulnerability,” Global Environmental Change 18, no. 1 (February 2008): 99–111,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2007.05.003.

33 Markus Schlosser, “Agency,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, October 28, 2019,
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/agency/.

32Anna Triandafyllidou, “Beyond Irregular Migration Governance: Zooming in on Migrants’ Agency,”
European Journal of Migration and Law 19, no. 1 (February 8, 2017): 5,
https://doi.org/10.1163/15718166-12342112.

31 Kofman, 123.

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/agency/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/agency/
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focus on actual migrants’ motivations and actions. As I will discuss in the next section, the first

aim of this thesis is to address the gaps and limitations of agency-centred approaches such as the

acts of citizenship and autonomy of migration frameworks.

On the other hand, the relative power of structure over agency may pertain to how these

policies restrict the capacity of irregular migrants to pursue their goals and fulfil their needs.

Reiterating Kofman’s critique of “agency-centric” spaces, I argue that positionality ought to be

emphasised when discussing migrant agency under contemporary structures of hostile

environments. Firstly, the concept of “structure” has to be broadened to encompass ongoing

developments within hostile environments like the UK’s. Structure in this context encompasses

not only the formal immigration policies per se, but also their position(s) relative to other social

actors who have become de facto enforcers of immigration law. Under such environments,

migrant agency is exercised within “specific structural conditions (of a given set of initial social,

economic, and political resources)” as well as informal rules and interactions with “other social

actors like employers, smugglers, NGOs or international organisations.”35 As I will discuss in the

third section, the concepts of civil and political society are particularly useful in identifying the

formal and informal structures enabled by hostile environments, respectively. In line with the

second aim of this thesis, the concepts of differential inclusion and internal borders will be used

to characterise the positionality of irregular migrants vis-à-vis these structures.

3.2 Overcoming the boundaries of citizenship through agency-driven strategies

3.2.1 Acts of citizenship
The interdisciplinary field of citizenship studies has been credited for “challenging the clear-cut

distinction between citizens and noncitizens” and highlighting the “agency of strangers,

outsiders, and aliens” as the real driving force of “becoming” a citizen.36 This scholarly interest

in the agency of irregular migrants coincided with this paradigm shift in the last decade. For

instance, in 2008, Engin Isin and Greg Nielsen challenged the notion that citizenship is a legal

status that only the state can confer upon individuals. In lieu of this definition, they proposed acts

of citizenship as a concept that can encompass emerging forms of citizen participation that do not

36 Mezzadra and Neilson, 256.

35 Anna Triandafyllidou, “Beyond Irregular Migration Governance: Zooming in on Migrants’ Agency,”
European Journal of Migration and Law 19, no. 1 (February 8, 2017): 3,
https://doi.org/10.1163/15718166-12342112.



19

necessarily stipulate legal status.37 Isin first coined this as the “collective or individual deeds that

rupture socio-historical patterns,” challenging the assumption that being a citizen simply entails

exercising rights and fulfilling obligations.38 He made a crucial distinction between acts (e.g.,

claim-making) versus institutional practices (e.g., voting) since only those with legal citizenship

are entitled to the latter. Building on the former, Isin & Nielsen reframed citizenship as deeds

that could be ethical, cultural, or social that “instantiate ways of being that are political.”39 They

argue that acts of citizenship arise in moments where “regardless of status and substance,

subjects constitute themselves as citizens or, better still, as those to whom the right to have rights

is due.” 40 This approach examines the doer’s actions and ways of being in response to these

moments, rather than framing the doer itself as a political subject.

This “temporally focused perspective” on citizenship has also been widely used in

migration studies, particularly those focused on irregular migrants, being the “farthest outsiders”

in their host society.41 To illustrate how this agency-centred approach has been applied in

migration studies, Peter Nyers used acts of citizenship as a conceptual framework in his study of

irregular migrants in Canada who led and participated in political movements. Using Isin’s

theoretical framework, Nyers examined the acts of self-identification, claim-making,

rights-taking, street protests, and organised marches of migrant committees in Canada at a time

of increased deportations and detentions. He argued that the paradoxical self-identification of

these protesters as “undocumented” migrants to voice out their concerns is a political act in itself.

Just as Isin defines acts of citizenship as ruptures from habitus, Nyers argued that migrants’

political subjectification of themselves challenged the belief that acquisition of legal status is a

precondition to claiming a political voice. More broadly, this challenged the “frameworks of

inclusion or exclusion” that demarcate citizens from non-citizens.42 By participating in a public

42 Peter Nyers, “No One Is Illegal between City and Nation,” 177.

41 Peter Nyers, “No One Is Illegal between City and Nation,” in Acts of Citizenship, 161. Note that the term
“non-status” was used in this article to describe migrants in Canada without valid immigration documents.

40 Isin and Nielsen, 2.
39 Isin and Nielsen, 2.
38 Isin and Nielsen, 2.

37 On consumer-citizens, see Victoria W. Thoresen, ed., “Developing Consumer Citizenship: Conference
and Progress Report,” in Consumer Education and Teacher Training: Developing Consumer Citizenship (Hedmark
University of Applied Sciences, 2002), 1–34, https://brage.inn.no/inn-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/133667/
opprapp04_2002.pdf; On global-citizens, see April Carter, The Political Theory of Global Citizenship (Routledge,
2013), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203183397.

https://rug.on.worldcat.org/v2/oclc/314398730
https://rug.on.worldcat.org/v2/oclc/314398730
https://brage.inn.no/inn-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/133667/opprapp04_2002.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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demonstration, Nyers found that the participants claimed their right to a political voice –

something typically reserved for citizens – while also self-identifying as non-citizens.

In line with the first aim of this thesis, I will attempt to address two theoretical gaps in the

acts of citizenship framework through the case study of IFMs. One of the gaps identified by Isin

& Nielsen is the articulation of ethical acts into political ones. Some acts of citizenship may be

primarily morally-motivated (e.g., doing what is “right”) and not overt attempts to claim benefits

or take rights. To this, they posed the following question: “How do ethical acts articulate

themselves into political acts?”43 Another gap in this framework is the sense of responsibility

migrants feel as “future” citizens. Without necessarily being moral, migrants may feel

responsible for fulfilling certain duties associated with citizenship despite not being citizens yet

(e.g., paying taxes and contributing to the workforce).

The acts of citizenship framework has also been criticised for focusing only on migrants’

strategies that are publicly visible (e.g., participation in protests).44 Some migration scholars have

counter-argued that irregular migrants may also behave in ways that could be described as “acts

of citizenship” yet have the opposite effect of making themselves imperceptible. For example,

instead of making themselves heard or seen, irregular migrants may rent, buy, and borrow

documents to maintain false identities to try and be like everybody else.45 As a conceptual

framework, acts of citizenship are less effective in explaining why, for instance, irregular

migrants may choose to blend in with local everyday life by appearing and acting as “normal”

citizens.46 I will attempt to address this key limitation as well as the two theoretical gaps

identified by Isin & Nielsen themselves in my analysis of IFMs in Chapter 6.

3.2.2 Autonomy of migration: Imperceptibility and mobile commons
Within the field of migration studies, agency-centred approaches towards irregular migration

also emerged in the last two decades. But unlike acts of citizenship – which tend to focus on the

temporal, visible acts of irregular migrants – migration scholars framed this phenomenon as “not

simply as a response to political and economic pressures but as a constituent force in the making

46 Dimitris Papadopoulos and Vassilis Tsianos, “The Autonomy of Migration,” 5.

45 Ellie Vasta, “Immigrants and the Paper Market: Borrowing, Renting and Buying Identities,” Ethnic and
Racial Studies 34, no. 2 (2011): 187–206, https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2010.509443.

44 Schweitzer, 320.
43 Isin and Nielsen, 34-35.
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of polity and social life.”47 Scholars like Dimitris Papadopoulos and Vassilis Tsianos also

problematised the “obsession [with] radical democratic approaches” which focus on the visibility

of irregular migrants as political subjects when most “refuse to become a subject at all.”48 In

2008, they proposed the autonomy of migration approach which foregrounds migrants’ invisible

practices in everyday life, framing migration as an “independent force” of human agency that

precedes national boundaries, security checks, citizenship, and other structures operating as

borders aimed at subjugating migrants. Papadopoulos & Tsianos argue that such questions on

migrant suppression and silencing have been rendered obsolete in a “new” world. They described

this world as one wherein migrants can act as autonomous agents rather than as isolated victims,

which challenges the state’s logic of border control and detention.49 To analyse how irregular

migrants negotiate the structures that attempt to limit their agency in their everyday lives,

Papadopoulos & Tsianos coined the following concepts: imperceptible politics and mobile

commons.

On the one hand, imperceptible politics critiques national sovereignty as a concept that

simultaneously “grants rights and secures access to symbolic power” while also being the only

institution that can systematically nullify these rights and restrict representation.50 When the state

can empower migrants as quickly as it can disempower them, the ultimate act of resistance is

imperceptibility. A key assumption underlying this framework is that migrants aspire to become

imperceptible – that is, to become like everyone else – to resist the state’s attempts to monitor

and dehumanise them through border control and surveillance.

On the other hand, mobile commons pertains to the “knowledge of mobility” or the

information migrants exchange with each other about border crossings, escape routes, and state

surveillance methods.51 This concept was coined to encapsulate how refugees, in particular,

51 Mojca Pajnik, “Autonomy of Migration and the Governmentality of Plastic Borders,” Journal Dve
Domovini / Two Homelands 49 (2019): 125–41, https://doi.org/10.3986/dd.v0i49.7257.

50 Papadopoulos and Tsianos, “The Autonomy of Migration,” 8.

49 Papadopoulos and Tsianos, “After Citizenship: Autonomy of Migration, Organisational Ontology and
Mobile Commons,” in Protesting Citizenship: Migrant Activisms, ed. Imogen Tyler and Katarzyna Marciniak
(London: Routledge, 2013), 36–54, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315089393-4.

48 Dimitris Papadopoulos and Vassilis Tsianos, “The Autonomy of Migration: The Animals of
Undocumented Mobility,”  5.

47 Martina Martignoni and Dimitris Papadopoulos, “Genealogies of Autonomous Mobility,” in Routledge
Handbook of Global Citizenship Studies, ed. Engin F. Isin and Peter Nyers (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2014), 1,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203102015.ch2.
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demonstrate humanistic aspects of connectivity, mutual support, and care to counter the

structures aimed at controlling them. As Papadopoulos & Tsianos put it:

People on the move create a world of knowledge, of information, of tricks for survival, of

mutual care, of social relations, of services exchange, of solidarity and sociability that can

be shared, used and where people contribute to sustain and expand it.52

The autonomy of migration approach has been widely used as an explanatory framework

in studies of migrants who manage constant threats of deportation by being imperceptible and

constantly on the move. However, this approach has also been criticised for its tendency to

romanticise the solidarity forged within these migrant communities and overlook the “struggle

for immobility involved in the mobile commons.”53 As Jayne Ifekwunigwe put it, irregular

migrants “do find community and do create new commoning strategies” but at the same time,

they “must live and labour in the shadows of informal and exploitative economies.”54 As such,

irregular migrants may strategically use certain mobile commons to find “‘stillness’ in the

everyday struggles” they face in these informal spaces.55 Simultaneously, irregular migrants –

especially those “living in isolation from social networks” in hostile environments – may even

refuse to participate in mobile commons, let alone trust fellow migrants to not report them to the

authorities.56 This illuminates the other side of migrant agency wherein cultures of (dis)trust in

informal, often exploitative, environments could still permeate the social relationships making up

the communities of care and solidarity described by Papadopoulos & Tsianos. As I will discuss

in the analysis, irregular migrants may be compelled or discouraged to participate in mobile

commons, depending on their positionality within these economies.

In this vein, I argue that positionality can start to address the limitations of the autonomy

of migration approach and link the evolving concepts of imperceptibility and mobile commons to

broader debates on structure and agency. Positionality can help explain why race- or ethnicity-

56 Nordling et al., 723.
55 Vanna Nordling, Maja Sager, and Emma Söderman, “From Citizenship to Mobile Commons,” 713.

54 Jayne O. Ifekwunigwe, “When Commoning Strategies Travel: (In)Visible Cities, Clandestine Migrations
and Mobile Commons,” Eurozine (European Cultural Foundation Idea Camp 2015, April 26, 2016), 5,
https://www.eurozine.com/when-commoning-strategies-travel/.

53 Vanna Nordling, Maja Sager, and Emma Söderman, “From Citizenship to Mobile Commons: Reflections
on the Local Struggles of Undocumented Migrants in the City of Malmö, Sweden,” Citizenship Studies 21, no. 6
(2017): 723, https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2017.1341660.

52 Papadopoulos and Tsianos, “After Citizenship,” 190.
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23

specific mobile commons emerge in response to the structural obstacles faced by migrants of the

same racial or ethnic origin despite experiencing different modes of inclusion or exclusion in

everyday life. For instance, Ananda Mitra studied the Indian diaspora’s use of cybernetic spaces

that intersect the “real” and “virtual” spaces of the Indian community to “carve out specific safe

places with well-defined boundaries and shield them as best as possible.”57 These cybernetic

spaces could become “a ‘safe’ alternative living space” of solidarity for people of Indian origin

living in Western societies where they experience cultural discrimination.58 However, Mitra also

cautioned that these spaces of agency may not always be enough to overcome the systemic

discrimination experienced by the Indian diaspora in their everyday life. For some members,

there “simply may not be enough Indians” in their local area to create “a sense of community

where Indian practices would be accepted,” as he described.59 For members contending with

higher levels of discrimination and isolation in their locality, these spaces may be less adequate

sources of empowerment. Hence, the effectiveness of mobile commons (a cybernetic diaspora

community) in overcoming structural issues (cultural discrimination) is still shaped by the

individual’s positionality in the everyday. While these spaces are aimed at responding to shared

structural issues across geographies, their capacity to gel and empower individual members is

still contingent on one’s positionality within their local reality.

Similarly, the participants in the thesis exhibited various – at times, even antithetical –

behaviours during the pandemic despite their common attributes, occupations, struggles, and

motivations. As I will discuss in the next chapter, all the participants are of Filipino origin and

have been in the UK for at least nine years at the time of the interviews with the common goal of

becoming regularised. Despite these commonalities, they experienced varying forms and degrees

of (dis)empowerment and (dis)trust towards other social actors in a hostile environment where

everyone could be a de facto immigration officer. This necessitates a closer analysis of the power

dynamics of IFMs with other key actors in their everyday life (e.g., landlords, employers,

co-tenants, colleagues). In line with the two aims of this thesis, I will attempt to address the key

limitations of the autonomy of migration framework by linking the concepts of imperceptibility

and mobile commons with positionality.

59 Mitra, 265.
58 Ananda Mitra, “Towards Finding a Cybernetic Safe Place,” 251.

57 Ananda Mitra, “Towards Finding a Cybernetic Safe Place: Illustrations from People of Indian Origin,”
New Media & Society 8, no. 2 (April 2006): 256, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444806061945.
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3.2.3 Self-integration as a broader framework of migrant agency
To summarise the last two sections, acts of citizenship are focused on the temporal, visible acts

of irregular migrants as claim-making citizens, whereas autonomy of migration is focused on

their everyday, invisible practices. Although ontologically different approaches, they represent

two types of agency-driven strategies irregular migrants may employ to overcome the structures

designed to subjugate them. In 2017, Reinhard Schweitzer proposed combining Isin & Nielsen’s

acts of citizenship and Papadopoulos & Tsianos’ autonomy of migration frameworks to analyse

migrant agency under post-Brexit UK. While both are compelling frameworks for migrant

agency, he argued that neither can capture the full range of strategies migrants employ “to

strengthen their position vis-à-vis the state.” 60 To address this, he proposed self-integration as a

more flexible concept to understand how irregular migrants exercise agency under hostile

environments. The key assumption behind this concept is that irregular migrants can still

self-integrate in their everyday life despite being excluded from the “formal” pathways of

integration sanctioned by the state. In this approach, migrant agency is shaped by a spectrum of

possible motivators where the possibility of regularisation is the ultimate reward, while the threat

of deportation is the ultimate punishment. Depending on their motives and circumstances,

migrants can use a range of self-integration strategies to help them increase or decrease visibility.

These strategies may include, but are not limited to, acts of citizenship and imperceptibility.61 I

argue that self-integration broadens the scope of these two typologies which, in turn, makes it a

more comprehensive framework for understanding the wide range of agency-driven strategies

irregular migrants employ.

For instance, Holger Wilcke used the self-integration framework to combine these two

approaches in his study of irregular migrants who had union memberships. Particularly, he found

that unions enabled irregular migrants to increase their political visibility (acts of citizenship)

while still maintaining imperceptibility and solidarity (autonomy of migration).62 In line with the

acts of citizenship framework, unions gave migrants a platform to communicate their concerns to

wider German society and to “claim and enforce labour rights” including the right to legal

62 Holger Wilcke, “Imperceptible Politics: Illegalized Migrants and Their Struggles for Work and
Unionization,” Social Inclusion 6, no. 1 (March 29, 2018): 158, https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v6i1.1297.

61 Schweitzer, 320.
60 Schweitzer, 327.
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representation.63 Simultaneously, union membership “provides invisibility on the individual

level” since these activities are carried out under the organisation’s name.64 This illustrates some

of the self-integration strategies employed by migrants that combine elements of both acts of

citizenship and autonomy of migration. More broadly, this illustrates how Isin & Nielsen’s and

Papadopoulos & Tsianos’ frameworks could overlap and, as I will discuss later, result in

paradoxical outcomes for irregular migrants’ agency.

As Schweitzer himself acknowledged, structural factors – in both the formal and informal

senses – could still limit the effectiveness of self-integration strategies. Beyond state surveillance

and border controls, there are overlapping lines of exclusion and inclusion that irregular migrants

have to navigate.65 Since irregular migrants exercise their agency outside the constitutional and

legal framework of their host society, their acts of self-integration are often outside the scope of

laws designed by the state to protect the individual. As such, there is no single point of reference

to understand how irregular migrants exercise agency because they are subject to varying forms

of (dis)empowerment. As Schweitzer put it, the diffuse conditions of migrant inclusion and

exclusion in different spheres of everyday life “renders difficult the conceptualisation of their

agency” as exemplified by the theoretical limitations of agency-centric approaches.66 To address

this lack of a reference point, one ought to understand not only the role of agency but also

positionality in the self-integration of irregular migrants. This necessitates a more nuanced

understanding of irregular migrants’ subjective everyday experiences with other social actors.

Apart from being positioned outside of “formal” pathways of integration, irregular migrants’

agency are shaped by structural inequalities (e.g., discrimination based on their race, gender, or

class) and power dynamics in different aspects of daily life (e.g., employer-employee,

landlord-tenant, relations with housemates). In the following section, I will introduce the

proposed framework by Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson which emphasise the conceptual

role of positionality in linking agency with structure. I argue that positionality could also address

some of the gaps identified by Schweitzer in the autonomy of migration approach and acts of

citizenship framework.

66 Schweitzer, 319.
65 Mezzadra and Neilson, 164.
64 Wilcke, 162.
63 Holger Wilcke, “Imperceptible Politics,” 162.
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3.3 Positionality in hostile environments: Structure and agency
In the absence of a unified, homogeneous reference point to ascertain the position of irregular

migrants, Mezzadra & Neilson proposed the concepts of internal borders and differential

inclusion. Internal borders reinforce the informal policing of the undocumented which illuminate

the “fracture at the very heart of the concept of citizenship.”67 This is exemplified by the

proliferation of ghettos, slums, and migrant villages occupied by second-class citizens and

non-citizens, where everyday life is experienced differently from those of first-class citizens.

Meanwhile, differential inclusion posits that the inclusion or exclusion of an individual in

different spheres of everyday life are “subject to varying degrees of subordination, rule,

discrimination, and segmentation.”68 Together, these concepts provide an analytical framework

for the stratification of migrants’ positionality in hostile environments.

In their discussion of internal borders, Mezzadra & Neilson revisited the concept of

political society which was first coined by Partha Chatterjee to describe the ethnic politics and

internal borders of postcolonial India. Rather than fully exercising their agency within political

spaces, Chatterjee argued that subjects in political society are still governed by informal rules,

albeit “fundamentally different from the rights and obligations” of civil society.69 Although seen

as problematic by subaltern scholars for foreclosing spaces of agency, Mezzadra & Neilson

found the concept instrumental to understanding how migration tests and establishes borders

within (internal) and outside (external) citizenship. In the case of irregular migration, migrants

can employ self-integrate strategies such as acts of citizenship (e.g., claiming rights typically

reserved for citizens) and imperceptibility politics (e.g., blending in as normal citizens), but their

effectiveness are delimited because they are often positioned outside the protection of civil

society as “unlawful” residents. Within political society, they are still governed, just not within

the framework of “stable constitutionally defined rights and laws” of civil society.70 Instead, they

are governed within “temporary, contextual and unstable arrangements” made through informal,

yet still inherently political, negotiations because of uneven distributions of power.71 The rules

and regulations of civil society designed to protect the rights and freedoms of its citizenry do not

apply in such informal negotiations.

71 Mezzadra and Neilson, 151.
70 Mezzadra and Neilson, 151.
69 Mezzadra and Neilson, 151.
68 Mezzadra and Neilson, 159.
67 Mezzadra and Neilson, 151.
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Meanwhile, Mezzadra & Neilson co-opted the concept of differential inclusion to

emphasise that “exclusion and inclusion operate in tandem and are never complete.”72 For

instance, while migrants could be empowered by other actors in political society (e.g., mobile

commons), this could also have the opposite effect. The concept of differential inclusion was

proposed to describe “how inclusion in a sphere, society, or realm can be subject to varying

degrees of subordination, rule, discrimination, and segmentation.”73 In 2019, Marie Segrave

applied this analytical framework in her study of irregular migrants in Australia whose

employers are shown to “undermine” the government’s exclusionary practices.74 Employers who,

for instance, provide their undocumented employees with accommodation is one inclusionary

strategy to counteract their exclusion from the housing market which could lead to more

precarious conditions. However, she emphasised that these strategies are still primarily driven by

employers’ self-interest and are not necessarily altruistic, since providing undocumented

employees with accommodation was a cost-effective way to ensure they can maintain their

labour productivity. In this sense, Segrave found differential inclusion to be particularly useful in

analysing how self-integration can undermine the power of the nation-state while also producing

new modes of subjugation that constrain migrants’ agency.

In line with the second aim of this thesis, I will discuss how the outcomes of IFMs’

self-integration strategies are shaped by their positionality in the context of post-Brexit,

mid-pandemic UK. Beyond the formal policy frameworks that govern and regulate migration in

hostile environments, irregular migrants have to navigate internal borders and experiences of

differential inclusion. Although irregular migrants can exercise their agency in spaces outside the

direct control of the state, they are still subject to the informal rules set by their employers,

landlords, and cohabitants. Building on Mezzadra & Neilson’s concepts, the second aim of this

thesis is to understand the structural factors IFMs have to navigate in both civil and political

societies. Using positionality as an analytical framework, I argue that IFMs’ agency ought to be

understood with respect to the formal and informal rules governing these structures. Moreover,

as I will discuss in the analysis, most IFMs also have to navigate liminal areas between civil and

political societies in their pursuit of regularisation as “unlawful” migrants. In practice, these

74 Marie Segrave, “Theorizing Sites and Strategies of Differential Inclusion,” 202.
73 Mezzadra and Neilson, 159.

72 Marie Segrave, “Theorizing Sites and Strategies of Differential Inclusion: Unlawful Migrant Workers in
Australia,” Theoretical Criminology 23, no. 2 (February 13, 2019): 195, https://doi.org/10.1177/1362480619827527.
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areas are characterised by combinations of formal and informal rules, adding another layer of

complexity to the tension between structure and agency in the context of irregular migration. The

following table summarises the key concepts discussed in this chapter that I will be referencing

throughout the rest of the thesis.

Table 1: Glossary of concepts (in order of discussion)

Concept Description

Agency-centric frameworks

The agency-centric approaches at the intersection of
citizenship and migration studies shifted the focus from
migration policies to actual migrants’ agency and
motivations. Agency-centric frameworks such as acts of
citizenship and autonomy of migration emphasise the
relative power of agency over structure.

Acts of citizenship

This conceptual framework was proposed by Engin Isin
and Greg Nielsen reframing citizenship as acts that
“instantiate ways of being that are political” and arise in
moments where “regardless of status and substance,
subjects constitute themselves as citizens or, better still, as
those to whom the right to have rights is due.” 75

Imperceptibility

One of the two key concepts (the other being “mobile
commons”) underpinning Dimitris Papadopoulos and
Vassilis Tsianos’ autonomy of migration framework.
According to this framework, imperceptibility is irregular
migrants’ ultimate act of resistance against the structures
designed to disempower them.

Self-integration

Self-integration pertains to the agency-driven ways
migrants survive in their host society while they are
excluded from “formal” integration. This was proposed by
Reinhard Schweitzer as a broader framework for
agency-driven strategies of irregular migrants, including –
but not limited to – acts of citizenship and imperceptibility
(autonomy of migration).

Positionality

The intersectional aspects of an individual's social identity
(e.g., gender, race, class) that expands or limits their power
or resources in a specific context. In this thesis,
positionality is used as an analytical framework to illustrate
the relative power of structure over agency when IFMs are

75 Engin F. Isin and Greg M. Nielsen, Acts of Citizenship, 2.
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unable to achieve their goals or fulfil their needs through
agency-driven strategies.

Civil Society
The formal rules or the “stable constitutionally defined
rights and laws” that govern a nation-state. Within the
scope of this thesis, civil society pertains to the UK laws
governing policies on immigration and citizenship.76

Political Society

The “temporary, contextual and unstable arrangements”
made through informal, yet still inherently political,
negotiations between irregular migrants and other social
actors.77 In this thesis, political society pertains to the
informal rules between IFMs and their employers,
landlords, or co-habitants.

Internal Borders

Internal borders reinforce the informal policing of the
undocumented migrants where anyone could be a de facto
immigration officer. In hostile environments like the UK’s,
this creates a culture of distrust that hinders migrants’
self-integration.

Differential Inclusion

The varying modes of inclusion and exclusion experienced
by an individual in different spheres of everyday life.
Irregular migrants are “subject to varying degrees of
subordination, rule, discrimination, and segmentation” in
the informal arrangements they make with other social
actors.78

78 Mezzadra and Neilson, 159.
77 Mezzadra and Neilson, 151.
76 Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson, Border as Method, 151.
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology

In this thesis, I employed an interpretative phenomenological approach which concentrates on

conveying the personal, lived experiences of a small group of individuals who have experienced

a phenomenon.79 I selected framework analysis as my research method to address the two aims

of this thesis. During the initial stages of data collection, I only intended to address the first aim

which is to identify the agency-driven strategies employed by IFMs in the UK during the

pandemic. I decided to add a second aim upon transcribing the interviews and finding that IFMs’

positionalities also shaped the outcomes of these strategies. Among the commonly-used methods

for analysing interview data, I found the framework method to be the most suitable in addressing

both of these aims. On the one hand, framework analysis involves assigning “codes” to group

common themes and concepts that emerge from the transcripts. In this sense, it is similar to most

variations of thematic analysis, a broad term for research methods aimed at “identifying

commonalities and differences in qualitative data.”80 However, most thematic analysis methods

tend to be reflexive in that researchers develop the codes while reading the transcripts, rather

than relying on any particular codebook.81 In this approach, coding is rather “personal and

intuitive, demanding contemplation and even imagination” of the researcher.82

Framework analysis differs from this in that it derives codes from already existing

literature which the researcher may use as a codebook to guide the coding process.83 This method

is ideal for studies aimed at finding recurring themes in qualitative data while also utilising or

integrating existing taxonomies, frameworks, and literature.84 As such, the framework method is

particularly useful for studies investigating new phenomena from the lens of particular theories

or relevant typologies. Researchers who employ this method may find common themes in the

data that already coincide with the theoretical assumptions or typologies derived from existing

84 Charles Darwin University, “Choosing Your Research Methodology and Methods,” accessed July 5,
2022, https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials/choosing-your-research-
methodology.

83 Moss, “Introduction to Framework Analysis,” Charles Darwin University, 1,
https://www.cdu.edu.au/files/2020-10/Introduction%20to%20framework%20analysis.docx.

82 Moss, “Introduction to Thematic Analysis,” 3.
81 Simon Moss,  “Introduction to Thematic Analysis,” 3.

80 Nicola K. Gale et al., “Using the Framework Method for the Analysis of Qualitative Data in
Multi-Disciplinary Health Research,” BMC Medical Research Methodology 13, no. 1 (September 18, 2013), 2,
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-13-117.

79 Simon Moss,  “Introduction to Thematic Analysis,” Charles Darwin University, 10-11,
https://www.cdu.edu.au/files/2021-02/Introduction%20to%20thematic%20analysis.docx.

https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials/choosing-your-research-methodology
https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials/choosing-your-research-
https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials/choosing-your-research-methodology
https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/useful-materials/choosing-your-research-methodology
https://www.cdu.edu.au/files/2020-10/Introduction%20to%20framework%20analysis.docx
https://www.cdu.edu.au/files/2021-02/Introduction%20to%20thematic%20analysis.docx
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frameworks. At the same time, researchers may detect the new themes or concepts that do not fit

neatly into any of the existing frameworks or typologies.

In this vein, I selected the framework method to address the two aims of this study. Using

the framework analysis method, I linked Kanlungan’s data with existing theories on migrant

agency and positionality, while also using these interviews to address the key limitations of these

frameworks. As discussed in the third chapter, Schweitzer’s self-integration framework will be

used in this thesis because it incorporates Isin & Nielsen’s acts of citizenship and Papadopoulos

& Tsianos’ autonomy of migration frameworks without limiting migrant agency to these two

typologies. To assess the positionality of IFMs’ strategies, I will use the frameworks of civil and

political society and the concepts of internal borders and differential inclusion, as defined by

Mezzadra & Neilson. Framework analysis was the ideal method to situate the lived experiences

of IFMs within these existing frameworks on agency and positionality for two reasons. Apart

from identifying the gaps within these frameworks, this method was also useful in addressing the

potentially overlapping (or contrasting) theoretical assumptions behind them. For instance, I

found the framework method particularly useful whenever IFMs used strategies aimed at

claiming rights while still maintaining their anonymity. Using the initial codes derived from the

self-integration framework, these were labelled an “act of citizenship” as well as an

“imperceptibility strategy.” Although these two frameworks are based on ontologically different

approaches (See Chapter 3), IFMs’ lived experiences may imply that the distinctions between

these typologies are not always clear-cut.

On a more practical note, framework analysis is ideal for in-depth qualitative research

involving a small sample population. However, as is the case for most qualitative research

methods, this method could be rather resource-intensive and time-consuming because it requires

thorough data collection and interpretation. To make this thesis feasible, I decided to peruse

existing data on IFMs which, on the aspect of ethical research, also minimised the potential risks

it could pose on the participants. Specifically, I used the semi-structured interviews conducted by

Kanlungan in April/May 2020 for the first report (“A Chance to Feel Safe”). This report was

published in June 2020 to document the impacts of the pandemic and corresponding lockdown

measures imposed by the British government on IFMs.85 From May to June 2020, an online

survey was distributed within the target population, collecting data from a total of seventy-eight

85 Ella Parry-Davies, Hayashi, Kanlungan, “A Chance to Feel Safe.”
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participants, fifteen of which were interviewed based on their responses. Fifty-nine of the

participants described their present status as “undocumented” while the others were reported to

be staying in the UK as a student, tourist, asylum seeker, domestic worker, family-sponsored

visitor, or work permit holder.86 The two most common occupations were carer/nanny and

cleaner/domestic worker, comprising 38% and 51% of all survey participants, respectively.87

In accordance with the ethical research guidelines, I coordinated with Dr. Ella

Parry-Davies who communicated with the interviewees on my behalf. Out of the fifteen

interviewees, six consented to give me access to the audio recording of their interview. Their

profiles are summarised in the table below:

Table 2: Profiles of the six interviewees

Pseudonym Gender

Identity

Occupation Year of arrival in the

UK and visa type

Bry Female Private carer for elderly 2010, student visa

Bruno Male Private carer for elderly 2011, tourist visa

Fundics Male Contractual decorator 2007, tourist visa

Markova Male House cleaner 2011, student visa

Lola Female House cleaner 2008, student visa

Peachybelle Female Private carer for elderly 2004, work permit

The audio files of these six participants’ interviews were already pseudonymised when I

received them from Dr. Parry-Davies. On a few occasions, the participants mentioned personal

details that could potentially reveal their identities. For instance, some provided specific

information about the neighbourhoods or cities they moved to within the UK and the

nationalities of the people they lived with. To ensure anonymity, I redacted this information in

my analysis. As discussed in the previous chapter, the main rationale for Kanlungan’s first report

was to identify the precarious circumstances of IFMs in the UK and their survival strategies

87 Parry-Davies et al., 6.
86 Parry-Davies et al., “A Chance to Feel Safe,” 6.
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during the first three months of lockdown. The general structure of each interview could be

found in Appendix A. To analyse the six interviewees’ responses to these questions, I used the

framework method, as outlined below:

Fig. 1: The framework analysis method. Simon Moss, “Introduction to Framework Analysis:
Choosing Your Research Methodology and Methods,” Charles Darwin University, 2021.

Following the five phases of framework analysis, I first familiarised myself with the data

by transcribing the six audio recordings. The recordings ranged from 32 to 57 minutes each.

After several close readings of each interview transcript, I assigned codes to label text segments

with similar themes. I conducted this coding process flexibly since new themes continued to

emerge during the early stages of the process. During the first phase, I used key phrases to

describe some of the themes that emerged while I was familiarising myself with the interviews,

as illustrated below. Note that these were the first two interviews I transcribed, hence the phrases

I used to label the text segments were still rather detailed:

Fig. 2: The first phase (familiarisation)

After labelling, I sorted these segments into broader categories, as shown below:
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Fig. 3: The second phase (categorising)

At this point, overlapping themes have started to emerge, so I began assigning codes

while going through the rest of the transcripts. Below are four sample codes that I initially

assigned to these themes:

Fig. 4: The third phase (coding)

These sample codes were used to describe some of the themes that came up in the next

four interviews. Initially, I intended to focus only on the self-integration strategies of IFMs to

address the theoretical gaps in agency-centric approaches (see Chapter 3). However, new themes

continued to emerge that had less to do with agency, per se, and more to do with its limitations.

As I was coding the interview transcripts, it became apparent that an agency-centred approach

was not comprehensive enough to cover these unexpected findings. For instance, I did not

anticipate that IFMs’ agencies could be constrained by their informal arrangements with their

landlords and employers. Depending on their relationships with these key actors, IFMs may
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experience varying degrees of success when attempting to negotiate these arrangements. The

power dynamics in these arrangements also influenced migrants’ (un)willingness to negotiate in

the first place. As illustrated in Figure 4, some IFMs (e.g., Interviewee 1) never attempted to

negotiate with their landlord to reduce their rent, whereas others (e.g., Interviewee 2) did. As I

will discuss in the next chapter, some IFMs may not attempt to negotiate at all when it could

jeopardise their informal agreements with these key actors. To address these unexpected

findings, I revised my conceptual framework by adding the aspect of positionality and linking

my analysis to the broader sociological debate on structure and agency. In the next section, I will

discuss how I arrived at this decision by reflecting on how my own positionality influenced the

trajectory of this thesis.

4.1 Personal reflections on positionality
As Gale et al. put it, researchers using the framework method ought to “think reflexively about

how their identities and experience affect the analysis process.”88 In this respect, a brief

digression is due regarding my positionality as a member of the Filipino diaspora who has never

experienced irregular migration in the UK, making me both an “insider” and “outsider” to the

scope of this thesis.

On the one hand, I am a Filipino who has been mostly based outside the Philippines for

the past eight years. As a Philippine passport holder, I have been personally affected by systemic

and interpersonal modes of discrimination IFMs and most other Filipinos abroad have to contend

with. For example, systemic issues such as the “visa cost divide” – a phenomenon where “the

richer a country, the less its citizens pay for visas to go abroad” – have impacted my capacity to

live abroad before.89 Being a national of a “third world” country, I have had to pay

disproportionately higher fees in order to study or work abroad compared to my peers or

colleagues from “first world” countries.90 As for interpersonal discrimination, I have been subject

90 The commodification of Filipino migrants’ mobility rights is a Western colonial legacy of a global
hierarchy that systemically puts former colonies last. See Manuela Boatca, “Unequal Institutions in the Longue
Durée: Citizenship through a Southern Lens,” Third World Quarterly 42, no. 9 (May 24, 2021): 1982–2000,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1923398.

89 Ettore Recchi et al., “The Global Visa Cost Divide: How and Why the Price for Travel Permits Varies
Worldwide,” Political Geography 86, no. 102350 (April 2021): 1–14, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2021.102350.

88 Nicola K. Gale et al., “Using the Framework Method,” 6.
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to microaggressions in America and Germany when anti-Asian bigotry was on the rise.91 These

are some of the systemic issues that Filipino migrants – or Asian migrants, in general –

collectively face due to our ethnic or national identity. In my case, discrimination could even be

based solely on the fact that I share similar attributes with other people of Asian descent.

However, it is important to emphasise that while we face similar exclusionary policies

and attitudes due to our shared nationality, the capacities of individual Filipinos to overcome

these exclusions are varied. Upon transcribing the interviews, I realised that this is partly because

Filipinos abroad have varying degrees of privilege which could expand or delimit how much

agency we have as individuals. Even though systemic issues such as the visa cost divide could

affect all Philippine passport holders, the actual experiences of Filipino migrants with these

issues are influenced by their positionality. In my case, I am often required to pay higher visa

fees and show documents proving my financial capability to enter and stay in the countries I

have studied or worked in. However, despite incurring these additional costs, I have always been

able to meet these requirements without taking potentially debilitating risks. Whereas for some

participants in this thesis, the fees they have had to pay to enter and survive in the UK left them

financially incapacitated. In this vein, I realised that the personal knowledge I acquired as an

expat was not always applicable to IFMs because they have to navigate certain situations and

arrangements that I never had to. This necessitated a personal reflection on my own privileges in

order to discern the overlaps and differences between myself and the participants in this thesis.

Perhaps the most obvious of these differences is my socio-geographical distance from the

UK. My understanding of British immigration politics is limited to theoretical knowledge and, as

a Filipino student in the Netherlands, I am an outsider to the IFMs’ actual experiences with these

policies and regulations. Another crucial difference between myself and the participants is that,

despite the systemic issues I’ve faced as a Filipino migrant, I have always been able to exercise

at least some agency even under unfavourable conditions. Positionality plays a pivotal role in

this difference. For example, on the subject of racial discrimination in the workplace, I have

always been able to access services in the companies I worked for where I could report these

incidents (e.g., a human resources department). Whereas, accessing these resources was not even

an option for the IFMs when they were interviewed since none of them were formally employed

91 On the microaggressions faced by Filipinos during the pandemic, see Christian D. Chan and Stacey
Diane, “Mental Health Equity of Filipino Communities in COVID-19: A Framework for Practice and Advocacy,”
Professional Counselor 11, no. 1 (2021): 73–85, https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1295381.

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1295381
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or recognised. As such, my capacity to exercise agency is expanded by access to certain

resources which may not be available to someone living as an irregular migrant.

On a more meta-level, the fact that I am able to author and publish this thesis is a product

of the privileges I accumulated as a student in the US, Germany, Korea, India, Hong Kong, and

the Netherlands. Throughout my education, I was mentored by professors – some of which were

international students themselves – who encouraged me to pursue academia and recommended

me for the Erasmus Mundus grant that covers my tuition and mobility expenses for the

Euroculture programme. Without the opportunities presented to me via these international

mobility networks, this thesis would never have come to fruition.

Even in a more practical sense, my experiences abroad gave me leverage over the

bureaucratic obstacles that most Filipino nationals have to face when applying to work or study

outside the Philippines. For instance, possessing undergraduate degrees issued by an American

university exempted me from costly English language tests while applying for jobs and graduate

programmes. Reiterating Gale et al.’s point, reflecting on my own privileges and experiences

with international mobility was a necessary step in conducting a qualitative analysis of the

participants’ lived experiences as irregular migrants in the UK. This process allowed me to

discern the limitations of my initial conceptual framework for this thesis. For instance, I realised

that while IFMs can use agency-driven strategies, some may not even be in the position to use

these strategies in the first place. To address this gap, I revised my conceptual framework to

incorporate the fundamental role of positionality in shaping one’s capacity to exercise their

agency. After making the necessary revisions, I repeated the second (categorising) and third

(coding) phases of the framework method. The interview transcripts were then re-coded to

incorporate not only the codes derived from the self-integration framework, but also those

derived from Mezzadra & Neilson’s framework on positionality. Afterwards, I started the fourth

and fifth phases using the following table to organise and compare my findings:
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Table 3: Table generated during the fourth (charting) and fifth (mapping) phases

The two columns in Table 3 – labelled “Self-Integration Strategies” and “Positionality,”

respectively – correspond to the first and second aims of this thesis. In the first column, I listed

the self-integration strategies IFMs attempted or planned to use in response to the challenges

they reported. These strategies were labelled as an “act of citizenship,” “imperceptibility

strategy,” “combination of both types,” or “other,” if the strategy could not be typologised under

the two agency frameworks. Meanwhile, the second column is divided into two parts. Under

“Context”, I indicated if the strategy was in response to structural factors related to civil society,

political society, or in a grey area between the two. Under “Outcomes & Constraints”, I assessed

to what extent the IFMs who used this strategy were able to accomplish their goal. I also listed

the themes on internal borders and differential inclusion which may have enabled or hindered

their capacity to execute this strategy and get the intended outcome.

Meanwhile, the five rows in Table 3 represent the broad categories of issues that emerged

from the IFMs’ responses in the interviews. The first three rows represent the categories

corresponding to the IFMs’ practical needs for daily survival in terms of housing situation, rent

negotiation, and employment, respectively. I identified these three categories from Kanlungan’s

prompts aimed at understanding how the pandemic impacted the interviewees’ everyday

situation and financial ability to meet their basic needs. Whereas the fourth and fifth rows

correspond to the social/public and professional/legal support needed by IFMs to improve their

overall quality of life in the UK. These two categories emerged when Kanlungan prompted the
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interviewees to share their experiences with support organisations, public services, and legal

assistance for possible regularisation in the UK.92

In the next chapter, I will discuss these categories in five interconnected sections to

highlight IFMs’ informal arrangements and power dynamics with different key actors, rather

than different spheres of life (e.g., home/private life versus work/professional life).93 Since these

spheres tend to overlap for most IFMs, I decided to organise my data based on the key actors

involved. In the first three sections, I will discuss how the participants’ dynamics with key

individuals (e.g., landlords, employers, cohabitants) shaped their capacity to meet their basic

everyday needs during the pandemic. In the last two sections, I will discuss how they exercised

agency in their experiences with charitable persons, professional organisations, and support

networks. Each section was further divided by subsections to discuss in more depth why certain

findings did not fit neatly in the existing migrant agency frameworks. In these subsections, I

either use the dimension of positionality to situate these gaps or build on the questions posed by

the scholars who proposed these agency-centric approaches (see Chapter 3).94

94 An example of the former is discussed in Section 5.2.1 on how positionality – particularly, ethnicity and
gender – delimits IFMs’ agency when negotiating with their landlord. Meanwhile, an example of the latter could be
found in Section 5.3.3 where I draw from IFMs’ responses to address the questions posed by Isin & Nielsen when
they first proposed the acts of citizenship framework.

93 For instance, issues on housing were shaped by IFMs’ relationships with employers and coworkers, who
may also act as their cohabitants if their job involved being a live-in carer. Whereas those who lived separately from
their employers tend to live in shared spaces with other tenants.

92 See interview questions listed in Appendix A.
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Chapter 5: Analysis

As discussed in the previous chapter, the following analysis is divided into the five categories

identified during the charting process: Housing Situation, Rent Negotiation, Employment, Social,

Public, and Non-governmental Support, and Self-Integration and Regularisation.

5.1 Housing Situation
It is common for migrants who are informally employed as carers to live in their employers’

households. These housing arrangements tend to blur the boundary between the private sphere

and the workplace, enabling the exploitation of their labour. When Bruno’s employer was still

alive, he described his job as having “no real specific time” because he was on-call for five days

a week. He would wake up at six-thirty in the morning, rest only when his employer does and

wake up in the middle of the night whenever his employer needed assistance. He also lived with

two other co-workers and, apart from being a carer, was the household’s designated cook and

cleaner. Both his employers and co-workers are aware he is undocumented. From 2014 to 2019,

Bruno earned sixty-five pounds daily, which was still slightly below the minimum wage if he

was working for only eight hours a day.95 Despite being on-call for twenty-four hours every

weekday for five years, Bruno said he never negotiated for higher wages even though he knew

he should be getting more:

I asked a few friends about how much they’re earning and they make five hundred

pounds more than I do. With my experience now, I know I can ask for more. But I cannot

ask for anything, given my situation. If you don’t have papers, they can easily say, ‘you

need to work more because you don’t have papers and you don’t pay taxes.’

Bruno’s statement illustrates how these self-integration strategies are delimited by the

fact that these negotiations often transpire in “political society” as Mezzadra & Neilson

described. Since Bruno’s arrangements with his employers were made informally, negotiating for

the wages he would have been entitled to if he was regularised – an act of citizenship – is not an

95 The minimum hourly wage in the UK was 8.21 pounds in 2019.
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option. He anticipates that this would be met with a reminder of his exclusion from “civil

society” where only migrants with papers who pay taxes are allowed to negotiate. As such, he

feels compelled to abide by the rules of his informal arrangements with his employer and

co-workers.

More broadly, Bruno’s experience illustrates how normative assumptions underlying civil

society – for instance, private housing and the clear separation between work and personal life –

do not necessarily apply in political society. When the workplace is simultaneously one’s home

and the employers are also one’s primary social support system, negotiating could be perceived

as a risk of asking for “too much”. I argue that this re-emphasises not only the delimiting role of

positioning on agency, but also that irregular migrants, specifically, have to exercise their agency

within informal arrangements that may operate in fundamentally different ways. In this case,

asking for better pay and work conditions could have significant risks for someone who is not

even protected by the laws or rights enshrined by civil society.

On the other hand, agreeing to these housing arrangements could be a self-integration

strategy in itself. For Peachybelle, living with her employer was a reasonable compromise since

she did not have to look for a landlord who would not ask her to show any papers. In this case,

living with one’s employer is also a means to maintain imperceptibility, since searching for a

landlord and housemates that undocumented migrants could trust is a major risk and tedious task.

The fear of becoming perceptible was also identified as the main motivation for Bry, another

IFM, to move to a different house at least twelve times in the past nine years:

I always try to have good relations with other people in any house I live in, but when the

time comes and they ask me questions about how I got here, that’s my signal to leave

because they might call the authorities. That’s why I usually don’t last a year in any house

I live in.

To minimise this kind of precarity, living with one’s employer could be an effective

imperceptibility strategy. Building on Segrave’s findings, this could also be interpreted as an

inclusionary tactic made by Peachybelle’s and Bruno’s employers to protect them from constant

exclusion in the housing market, as Bry experienced.96 However, as Segrave pointed out,

96 Segrave, 204.
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employers provide these other resources to their undocumented employees in pursuit of their

own interests.97 In the context of private care, I argue that these live-in housing arrangements

produce two modes of differential inclusion for irregular migrants. First, the blurred boundary

between the private and professional space obligates workers to become “on-call by default” and

more susceptible to overworking and labour exploitation, as exemplified by Bruno and

Peachybelle. This exploitation was particularly salient for Peachybelle who was paid a very low

wage of only less than two pounds per hour and worked about sixty hours per week. Second, I

argue that this complexifies the relationship between employer and employee in ways that enable

the subordination of the latter. When Peachybelle was asked about her wages and working

conditions, she said it felt justified since she was “living for free” in her employers’ house. This

also echoes Bruno’s hesitation to risk asking for “too much” from his employers even though

they are aware their labour is being exploited.

As such, these strategic live-in working arrangements are always subject to differential

inclusion, or the varying degrees of exploitation, subordination, and segmentation migrant

workers could still experience in the “inclusionary” practices of political society.98 As Segrave

claimed, such arrangements may lessen the exclusion of migrants to a certain extent, but it is

crucial to remember that they are rooted in the self-interests of the employers. Extending this, I

argue that such arrangements are also arbitrary to the employers’ shifting interests and needs, as

exemplified by IFMs’ experiences during the pandemic. Before the pandemic, Peachybelle saw

the arrangements between her and her employer as justified because it was a strategic decision to

protect herself from landlords who could extort rent money from her and threaten to report her to

the authorities. In this case, living with her employer protected her from much bigger threats.

This changed during the pandemic when her housing situation became a direct threat to her

health when her employer contracted the virus. Even though it meant being exposed to her

COVID-positive employer, Peachybelle obeyed the mandatory two-week isolation rule in the

UK to avoid getting caught by authorities during lockdown. After fulfilling the required isolation

period, she asked a friend to help her relocate to the countryside when she experienced

symptoms of COVID infection:

98 Mezzadra and Neilson, 159.
97 Segrave, 204.
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During the first 14 days, I strictly followed the rules and stayed in my employer’s house.

At that time, it was too strict. The police would always check, so you cannot go out or see

your friends at all. My friends and their daughters would leave my food outside the door.

I was really unhappy since my employer was sick. After that, I wanted to live somewhere

else where there are no COVID-positive people so my friend referred me to a farm where

there was fresh air and I did some gardening. That was very healthy for me.

When Peachybelle stayed in the countryside to self-isolate, someone else was hired to

care for her employer and she was not given any kind of support. Since she does not have papers,

she has always been reluctant to ask for a raise while living with her employer, let alone ask

them to pay her while she was away to self-isolate. After her symptoms subsided, she came back

to work for the same employer since she still needed to support her family in the Philippines.

This illustrates how informal negotiations are, apart from being outside the formal rules

that govern civil society, dependent on uneven distributions of power. In the case of live-in carers

like Peachybelle and Bruno, these power dynamics are multilayered since they consider their

employers as de-facto landlords, cohabitants, or even their friends. However, the pandemic

revealed that their arrangements were primarily shaped by the employer’s demands and

preferences. Most IFMs reported that their employers did not support them financially when they

were forced to stop working due to lockdowns. Meanwhile, a few continued to receive financial

support with the expectation that they would continue work once the lockdowns ease, or simply

because they have established a personal connection with their employers. On that note, another

theme that emerged is the arbitrariness of these informal “no-work-no-pay” arrangements which

I will discuss further in Section 5.3.

Within the broader discourse on migrant agency, the decision to “comply” or “rebel”

comes with trade-offs that may temporarily enhance an individual’s agency over one sphere

while reducing agency in others. In Peachybelle’s case, her compliance with home isolation rules

during the first two weeks was necessary to avoid deportation by remaining imperceptible,

though it came at the expense of her physical health. When she found a place to self-isolate

through her friend, she was empowered to prioritise her own health for a given time. However,

since her employers were her primary source of livelihood and shelter, she ultimately decided to

return to avoid destitution and homelessness. I argue that such trade-offs are also linked to the
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“privilege of privacy” in that one ought to be privileged enough to have access to private housing

to comply with social distancing protocols during the pandemic. Among the participants who had

access to these resources is Markova who had his own room in a house shared with three other

people. Although he shares common spaces with his cohabitants, they were able to practise

distancing and self-isolation when he experienced COVID symptoms:

I have my own room since I value my privacy. We can maintain physical distancing since

there are not a lot of us in the house, plus we are all working so we’re not always home

anyway. We don’t have to queue to take our turns with the bathrooms and kitchen and we

eat in our own rooms so we don’t have to interact too much.

Those who do not have access to such resources have had to compromise major aspects

of their livelihood during the pandemic. This was the case for Fundics and his wife, who lived in

a house where one kitchen and two bathrooms were shared with twelve other people. This shared

housing situation was initially ideal for the couple since they only paid four hundred pounds a

month for rent, enabling them to spend their income as they saw fit while also sending

remittances to their family in the Philippines. When all fourteen people in their house exhibited

COVID symptoms, the couple found it impossible to practise social distancing and they decided

to move to prioritise their health. Their new rent costs four times as much as the previous

apartment and he had to use his friend’s identity since the landlord required him to present his

biometrics and papers. Since all his employment arrangements were no-work-no-pay, they have

nearly exhausted all their savings just to pay the new landlord. Paradoxically, he moved to

protect his and his wife’s health during the pandemic, but given the huge financial burden of this

relocation, he could be forced to risk his health again. As Fundics stated:

Even if I experience COVID symptoms again, there is a 70% chance I’ll still go to work

because we really need money to pay rent and send money home. The other 30% is me

wanting to prevent spreading the virus. But in my situation, I seriously need to go back to

work. We really need money.

Based on these findings, decisions made vis-à-vis one’s housing situation are not only
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motivated by the reward of regularisation or the threat of deportation – as the self-integration

framework predicts – but also by the constant exhaustion of resources in other spheres of

everyday life. In the context of the pandemic, IFMs who moved to more desirable housing

arrangements despite the significant costs could be interpreted as claiming their right to health.

This in itself could be framed as an act of citizenship, since they break the habitus of subjugation

that one may come to expect. However, as Fundics and Peachybelle exemplify, these acts of

citizenship come with subsequent trade-offs to their agency in other aspects which, ultimately,

could not “break from everyday habits” as Isin & Nielsen described.99 In certain cases, they risk

compromising their perceptibility, as was the case with Fundics who had to fake his identity.

Moreover, these acts may only temporarily enable migrants to exercise their agency in one area

while delimiting their freedoms in other spheres, as was the case with Peachybelle when she

self-isolated. Both illustrate the key limitations to self-integration strategies within the informal,

often precarious, arrangements of political society.

5.2 Rent Negotiation
Rent negotiation was another crucial issue that IFMs contended with during the first few months

of the pandemic. When the IFMs were interviewed, at least two months had passed since the

Coronavirus Act of 2020 was mandated to protect British tenants from forced evictions during

the early phase of the pandemic. Among the provisions of the Act was that tenants should be

given at least a three-month notice period for evictions between March 26 and August 28, 2020.

If tenants are unable to pay the full price of rent due to unemployment or reduced wages during

this period, they are encouraged to negotiate with their landlords and agree on a payment plan.100

Another crucial provision of the Coronavirus Act was that tenants could claim financial

assistance to cover housing costs. However, these funds were disbursed only to those who

qualify for Universal Credit, the financial support scheme for UK residents who are unemployed

or on a low income. For non-citizens, the main criteria for qualification is to provide evidence

that one is a “habitual resident” with a right to reside in the UK. This entails presenting wage

100 Government of the United Kingdom, “Guidance for Landlords and Tenants,” GOV.UK (February 28,
2022), https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-and-renting-guidance-for-landlords-tenants-and-local-
authorities/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-landlords-and-tenants.

99 Isin and Nielsen, 289.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-and-renting-guidance-for-landlords-tenants-and-local-authorities/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-landlords-and-tenants#:~:text=The%20Coronavirus%20Act%202020%20provided,2020%20and%2030%20September%202021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-and-renting-guidance-for-landlords-tenants-and-local-authorities/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-landlords-and-tenants#:~:text=The%20Coronavirus%20Act%202020%20provided,2020%20and%2030%20September%202021
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slips, tax documents, official tenancy agreements in the UK, and bank statements.101

When the interviews were conducted by Kanlungan, all the participants mentioned in this

thesis had been residing in the UK without papers for at least nine years. Unsurprisingly, none of

them have attempted to claim any financial assistance through Universal Credit since this

required not only documents they mostly lacked, but also making themselves highly perceptible

to the local authorities who assessed these claims. Given these circumstances, the more sensible

option for IFMs to exercise their agency is to negotiate with one’s landlord, which I argue could

be interpreted as a partial act of citizenship. Although it is not a direct claim to the actual

financial benefits for UK residents, negotiating one’s tenancy agreement inadvertently claims not

only one’s right to reside in the UK, but also other entitlements. For instance, a migrant whose

rent was increased by their landlord might first attempt to gather information from fellow tenants

or surrounding properties to gauge if they are being treated “unjustly” in order to negotiate.

These are, of course, not the most visible acts of citizenship irregular migrants can commit but

this still precludes constituting oneself as a claim-making person entitled to fair rent. In this

sense, rent negotiation could be interpreted as an act of citizenship that can produce ruptures

from habitus, as Isin & Nielsen described. Upon analysing the interviews, I found that rent

negotiation, as a potential act of citizenship, should first be contextualised within Mezzadra &

Neilson’s framework of political society.

In Section 5.2.1, I illustrate how positionality can hinder irregular migrants from fully

exercising their agency in rent negotiation. Using Mezzadra & Neilson framework, I

contextualise the experiences of Lola, a Filipino trans woman who attempted to negotiate her

rent during the pandemic. In Section 5.2.2, I explore how positionality could also shape the

outcomes of self-integration strategies. I analyse the experiences of Fundics and Markova during

the pandemic to illustrate how self-integration strategies of irregular migrants can produce

trade-offs in different spheres of everyday life. In the context of the pandemic, I argue that these

trade-offs could result in cyclical, even paradoxical, outcomes of immobility.

5.2.1 Rent, ethnicity, and gender: when positionality limits agency
Among the participants who attempted to negotiate with their landlord is Lola, who became

101 Government of the United Kingdom, “How to Claim Universal Credit: Step by Step,” GOV.UK,
https://www.gov.uk/how-to-claim-universal-credit.

https://www.gov.uk/how-to-claim-universal-credit
https://www.gov.uk/how-to-claim-universal-credit
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unemployed during the pandemic. By the time she was interviewed, she was unable to work due

to the lockdown and had used up all her savings to survive during the first two months. To avoid

destitution, she attempted to convince her landlord to reduce her monthly dues while she was

unable to earn. However, the landlord refused to reduce hers even when the rent was lowered for

the other tenants. Lola speculates that this has to do with the fact that all the other tenants are

migrants or expats from the same country of origin as her landlord. Even before the pandemic,

Lola felt that she already stood out as the only Filipino in the apartment. When her landlord

refused to lower her rent during the pandemic, she decided to comply even though it meant she

was paying more than the other tenants despite being jobless herself. When asked about her

knowledge of the Coronavirus Act – which could have protected her from forced eviction during

those months even as an irregular migrant –  she said:

Knowing my landlord, I don’t think he’s the type to follow this ‘no eviction’ rule when it

comes to me. I am not the only undocumented person here, so I don’t think it’s because

we do not have a tenancy agreement or anything like that. But the thing is, I’m the only

Filipino and everyone else is the same nationality as my landlord. That’s why all the other

tenants are in a more advantageous spot with him.

This statement illustrates how potential acts of citizenship (e.g., negotiating with a

landlord as an undocumented migrant) are delimited by the arbitrary, contextual “rules” of

political society. The concepts of differential inclusion and internal borders, in particular, are

more useful in understanding how exclusionary forces proliferate not only the borders between

civil and political societies, but also internal borders within the latter. In this example, Lola does

not perceive her undocumented status, per se, as the reason for her exclusion from the right to

fair rent and protection from eviction threats. After all, the space she inhabited was also occupied

by other undocumented migrants whose rents were lowered during the pandemic. Rather, it is

discrimination based on her race, ethnicity, or national origin that potentially subdued her

attempt for rights-taking. In this case, she made an attempt to negotiate and rectify the “injustice”

she was subject to, but ultimately decided to comply so as to not instigate conflict with her

landlord and face eviction or potential deportation.

Another crucial factor of Lola’s positionality is her gender identity. Apart from being the
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only Filipino in her apartment, she also identifies as a trans woman but she has not disclosed this

to her co-tenants. As Lola put it, they perceive her as a gay man:

I think of myself as a transgender woman, but I’m not a ‘24-hour woman’ yet. So when I

am at home, I don’t get dressed as a woman. That’s why my housemates see me as a man.

An ordinary gay man, to be more specific, even though I see myself as a woman.

Lola does not see her gender identity as particularly relevant in her exclusion from her

right to fair rent. However, as I will discuss in Section 5.5.2, Lola does not feel that she could

claim her rights and freedoms as a transgender woman in the UK due to her lack of citizenship.

Her description of herself as someone who is not yet a “24-hour woman” may allude to these

other feelings of exclusion, in that she cannot exercise her full agency yet in expressing her

gender as an undocumented person. The use of the word “ordinary” to describe how her

co-tenants see her when she is dressed as a man is particularly important to analyse further.

Within the framework of self-integration, I argue that this could be interpreted as an

imperceptibility strategy that comes at the expense of her freedom of gender expression. By

conforming to societal expectations of what she ought to look (e.g., appearing as a man because

of her assigned sex), Lola is able to appear as an “ordinary gay man” to her co-tenants. On the

concept of differential inclusion, concealing her real gender identity could also be interpreted as

a self-integration strategy to avoid standing out any further as the only Filipino in her apartment.

However, on the specific issues she faced with rent negotiation, she believes her being Filipino

has more to do with the discrimination she faced than the other aspects of her identity.

Among the participants interviewed, only Bruno managed to have his rent reduced during

the pandemic because of his familial ties with the landlord. When his employer died, he lost his

main source of income and had to find a new apartment since he worked as a live-in carer. He

ended up living in his aunt’s house where he was not as pressured to pay the full price of rent

while he was out of work, as he described:

I am delayed in paying my rent but I got a very good rate since my aunt owns the house.

It’s her main source of livelihood, so I will still try to get a job soon and make the rent

since she’s paying taxes and all that. My aunt is also very generous in terms of sharing
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food and Kanlungan was also very helpful to me because they provided vouchers.

Lola and Bruno illustrate how differential inclusion directly shapes one’s capacity for

claim-making and rights-taking in political society. As discussed earlier, Lola’s inability to have

her rent reduced was tied to the possible discrimination she faced as the only tenant who did not

have the same national background as her landlord’s. Whereas, Bruno’s case exemplifies how his

familial ties with the landlord gave him more flexibility to pay his rent while he is unemployed.

This attests to the overarching goal of the self-integration framework to shift the focus from the

resources undocumented migrants lack to the alternative strategies they employ to integrate. For

instance, one could frame Lola’s actions as either acts of citizenship (e.g., rent negotiation) or

imperceptibility strategies (e.g., maintaining good relations with landlord and housemates to

avoid standing out as a Filipino trans woman). However, these strategies were delimited by

Lola’s disadvantaged position, as opposed to Bruno who had a little more flexibility. Hence,

beyond the self-integration strategies employed by irregular migrants, one also ought to

understand the varying degrees of inclusion and exclusion they experience that could delimit or

expand their exercise of agency.

5.2.2 Trade-offs in migrant agency and the cycles of precarity
Building on this, I argue that there is also a need to consider the ineffectuality of these strategies

when they trap migrants in endless “trade-off cycles” as they attempt to balance their needs in

different spheres of everyday life. As discussed in Section 5.1, Fundics and his wife relocated to

a less crowded but much more expensive apartment to avoid contracting the virus again. In doing

so, they had to use imperceptibility strategies since their new landlord asked them to show

papers:

It’s especially difficult to become a tenant for people like us. Many landlords now ask us

to show our marriage contract and biometrics. My wife and I are lucky because some

friends let us use their names and papers to rent our room at the current house.

As mentioned earlier, their new apartment costs 1,650 pounds which is four times the

monthly rate for their previous housing arrangement. Since he was unemployed, their
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significantly reduced financial capacities hindered their agency in other aspects of daily life.

During the pandemic, they recruited more tenants to occupy the shared spaces so they could split

the rent with more people and found it increasingly difficult to practise social distancing. This

defeated their original purpose of moving to a house with limited contact with their cohabitants:

I’m afraid to get the virus when I go out, so I stay at home. But I still feel stressed

everyday because we don’t even have a sitting room since somebody is renting it out so

we can all lower our monthly rent.

In this vein, I argue that the obstacles experienced by irregular migrants during the

pandemic exacerbated the consequences of having to remain imperceptible even during crisis

situations. For example, Markova said he has managed to blend in by appearing as a “normal

British citizen” for the past nine years. To keep up this facade, Markova said he tells his

employers “white lies about his status” and maintains good relations with his landlords and

roommates to “avoid problems and discrimination.”

During the pandemic, he continued using these strategies and never attempted to

negotiate with his landlord to maintain imperceptibility. Since most of his jobs as a housekeeper

are contract-less, hence no-work-no-pay, he lost sixty-percent of his income during the

pandemic. When he experienced symptoms in February, he self-medicated and continued to

work for employers who were COVID-positive. Despite the circumstances, he never negotiated

with his landlord and continued to pay the full price of rent, so he had to stop remitting money as

well as alter his spending and daily lifestyle:

I really needed to budget my money. The rent did not go down so I had to prioritise that

before the food and supplies. I also had to buy foods that I can store for a longer time, so

I could not buy fresh produce like I wanted since they will expire too soon.

To conclude, the (non-)negotiability of rent for IFMs illustrates how positionality shapes

not only how migrant agency is exercised, but also the outcomes of agency-driven strategies. The

examples of Lola and Bruno show how position, as framed by the concepts of differential

inclusion and internal borders, could inhibit or enhance one’s capacities to negotiate. Whereas
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the ineffectuality of these strategies in crisis situations were illustrated by the experiences of

Fundics and Markova. The former exemplifies how one could exercise agency yet still be

trapped in an endless cycle of trade-offs, while the latter demonstrates how the constant pursuit

of imperceptibility could result in more vulnerabilities.

5.3 Employment
During the onset of the first lockdown in the UK, job insecurity and unemployment were two of

the most immediate consequences experienced by irregular migrants, partly because they are not

eligible for financial benefits due to NRPF.102 To compensate for their lack of access to state

support, most participants in this thesis expressed that they would take any job opportunity they

could get even if they are put at greater risk of contracting the virus during severe outbreaks.

Before evaluating the strategies employed by the participants during the early stages of the

pandemic, it is first important to understand that employment has always been precarious for

most irregular migrants. In the following discussions, I contextualise the participants’

work-related experiences during the pandemic not only within the pandemic itself, but also with

respect to their employment-seeking strategies and views on regularisation. In Section 5.3.1, I

will discuss how irregular migrants’ agency could either be limited or expanded by participating

in autonomous work. Focusing on the latter, I illustrate how migrants can strategically seek job

opportunities where they could negotiate the terms of their employment while still remaining

imperceptible. I argue that this exemplifies some of the grey areas in Mezzadra & Neilson’s

dichotomous political-civil society framework.

In the last two sections, I aim to interpret the strategies they used during the pandemic not

only as immediate responses to crisis-related issues, but also as continuities or breaks in their

strategy patterns towards precarious work. Emphasis is put on IFMs who exemplified the

ruptures and responsibilities underlying the acts of citizenship framework. Section 5.3.2 explores

the question posed by Isin & Nielsen on how ethical acts that are not overtly political could be

considered acts of citizenship. I contextualise this question in Mezzadra & Neilson’s

political-civil society framework using examples of IFMs in the UK who willingly disclose their

undocumented status to potential employers. Meanwhile, Section 5.3.3 discusses the

responsibilities of ‘future’ citizenship for irregular migrants in hostile environments that

102 Parry-Davies et al., “A Chance to Feel Safe,” 15.
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systematically exclude them from regularisation. Building on Isin & Nielsen’s arguments, I

analyse the views of IFMs whose claims to British citizenship were potentially shaped by their

provision of essential work during the pandemic.

5.3.1 Autonomous work and the overlaps between civil and political societies
As discussed in Section 5.1, IFMs who lived with their employers are particularly vulnerable to

overworking and underpayment. In the examples of Bruno and Peachybelle, the blurred

boundaries between private and professional can further complicate the dynamics between

employer and employee when the former is also the latter’s landlord by default. Meanwhile,

Section 5.2 discussed how one’s positionality may delimit the agency of IFMs like Lola when

negotiating with her landlord. These exemplify two interrelated characteristics of informal

agreements. First, they are often made in the context of political society where fundamental rules

of civil society do not apply. Second, migrants’ agency in negotiating the terms of these

agreements could be expanded or delimited, depending on their experiences of differential

inclusion and internal borders.

Both were also overarching themes in the sphere of employment. On the one hand,

irregular migrants were often excluded from labour protection laws, hence prone to exploitation.

Even among IFMs who lived separately from their employers, these experiences were common.

This was the case for Bry who, like Bruno and Peachybelle, works as a carer. Unlike the other

two, Bry lives separately from her employers to maintain imperceptibility, as discussed in

Section 5.1. Despite having this spatial separation between private and professional, she still

tends to get overworked since her employers ask her to do extra tasks beyond their agreement:

I was hired as a care worker by an elderly couple, one of whom has dementia. They hired

another person to clean the house but every time I’m there, they let me do all the cleaning

myself. The couple also has a daughter who just had her own family. Since they needed

help at home, I did their housekeeping and took care of their granddaughter. Basically, I

balance my time between these two households. That's why even though I should only be

working between 38 to 40 hours, I end up doing more.

In the previous sections, I argued that the pandemic revealed that the terms of agreement
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between irregular migrants and their employers tend to adjust according to the latter’s demands.

As was the case for Markova, most IFMs did not receive support from their employers during the

pandemic since they were in no-work-no-pay arrangements:

All of my employers were very good to me before the pandemic. There were no

problems. But right now, my employers refuse to pay me and don’t want me to go to

work. It’s quite appalling because I told them I really need the support to pay my rent. A

few of them gave me some money which I am grateful for. But most did not give me

anything so 60% of my income was lost.

This further corroborates Mezzadra & Neilson’s concept of political society, in that such

agreements made in political society are governed by arbitrary, temporary rules. However, I

argue that one also ought to consider the complex interactions between civil and political

societies, specifically in aspects of everyday life where they overlap. This is especially relevant

for irregular migrants in the aspect of employment, since most of them are essentially

self-employed “autonomous” workers. On the one hand, I argue that autonomous work is a

strategy employed by irregular migrants in direct response to their exclusion from civil society

(e.g., the laws that protect paid formal work). During the pandemic, this exclusion became even

more salient since employers of IFMs were not legally accountable to support them during

lockdowns. As Markova’s experience illustrates, employers could choose to support IFMs but

there are no rules that obligate them to, since irregular migrants do not have the right to work in

the first place. In this case, autonomous work could lead to circumstances that delimit irregular

migrants’ resources and agency over their employment.

On the other hand, I argue that certain irregular migrants’ employment-seeking strategies

for autonomous work are arguably in the liminal space between civil and political societies. As

some IFMs exemplified, migrants may even combine acts of citizenship and imperceptibility

strategies when navigating the grey areas between civil and political society. Among those whose

employment strategies illustrated these overlaps is Fundics. After working for the same employer

for seven years, Fundics struggled to find employers willing to pay him decently after they found

out he was undocumented. He then decided to submit his friend’s identity to job agencies that

could refer him to job opportunities with better pay. However, he eventually decided to minimise
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using his friend’s documents when the employers who offered him a job asked him to show

proof that would verify his identity. From 2017 onwards, he found a job agency that allowed him

to work as a contractual decorator that did not require him to undergo identity verification. In this

arrangement, the agency directed Fundics to potential clients where he could negotiate his pay

and terms of his labour. He found this arrangement very ideal because it gave him more

autonomy than he has ever had in a job since arriving in the UK:

You just go to the house and you name the price, and if the client agrees to your terms,

you can start the work right then and there. The pay is very good. I could earn 100-200

Euros per week, so I was able to save money over the past three years.

This example also embodies two ways in which the boundaries between civil and

political society blur as migrants seek employment opportunities to do autonomous work. First,

by attempting to access some protections conferred by civil society on “lawful” workers,

irregular migrants may employ imperceptibility strategies. In this case, Fundics used his friend’s

documents as a disguise to apply for several job agencies to access job offers that would

guarantee minimum wage. By looking for a job agency that would not ask for verification, he

also strategically minimises the risks for him and his friend. Once he found the ideal agency, he

strategically selected his projects among the pool of clients referred to him. In this process, he

exercises his agency as an autonomous worker by negotiating his pay and terms – an act of

citizenship akin to rent negotiation – before deciding which clients to work for. Such “flexible”

arrangements are typically associated with political society. However, as Fundics’ case

exemplifies, these arrangements were made possible by referrals through a job agency which

arguably gives him at least some guarantee. In this sense, irregular migrants may use

self-integration strategies to navigate the grey areas between civil and political society in finding

ideal employment arrangements for their situation.

5.3.2 Identifying as undocumented to potential employers: the ethical as political?
One also ought to remember that the IFMs in this thesis have been in the UK for at least nine

years when they were interviewed and have had different jobs before and after they arrived in the

UK. Despite their diverse backgrounds, one overarching theme that emerged is that all
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participants have been informally employed in the UK. To manage the precarity of these

no-work-no-pay arrangements, the participants have already developed tactics that I found could

be classified as either imperceptibility strategies or acts of citizenship. On the one hand, some

IFMs choose to conceal their real status from potential employers to avoid potential threats. As

discussed in the previous sections, those like Markova have never disclosed his undocumented

status to any of his employers and only agrees to do contract-less work:

I did not arrange any contracts with my employers because if I have one, they could find

out I’m undocumented and they might turn out to be strict and report me.

On the contrary, Lola and Bry have been telling potential employers about their lack of

papers since before the pandemic. In the context of public protests, self-identifying as an

undocumented person has been interpreted as an act of citizenship by some scholars.103 In a

hostile environment like the UK’s, I argue that disclosing one’s real status could also be

interpreted as an act of citizenship. Given the consequences, it takes an exceptional exercise of

agency to go against habits of imperceptibility and let potential employers know one is

undocumented. This is rather remarkable for someone like Bry, who has changed addresses more

than twelve times in the past ten years in fear of becoming perceptible:

Even though it’s my biggest fear, I ask every employer before I work for them if they

would still be willing to take me in if I don’t have papers. Since the very beginning, I

have told every employer about my status. Even though it’s scary, I think they have the

right to know.

Similar to Bry, Lola makes sure to tell her employers about her status so as to not “put

them in a hard spot.” I argue that Lola and Bry illuminate the oft neglected dimension of acts of

citizenship which, as Isin & Nielsen put it, are “simultaneously political, ethical, and aesthetic.”
104 Migration studies that utilise this framework tend to emphasise the “political” and “aesthetic”

in the visible acts of undocumented migrants aimed at claim-making. However, Lola and Bry

104 Isin and Nielsen, 4.
103 Nyers, 177.
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show that such acts may constitute not only claiming the benefits of citizenship, per se, but also

the moral obligations that implicitly come with it. In this context, both participants are alluding

to the UK government’s punishment of employers who attempt to hire undocumented migrants.

British citizens could be imprisoned for up to five years and be charged an unlimited fine when

found guilty of employing migrants who they had “reasonable cause to believe” do not have the

right to work in the UK.105 By revealing their real status to potential employers, Bry and Lola

believe they are doing the “right” thing to do in their situation.

However, citizenship theories have yet to explain when such morally-motivated acts

become political. Since they are not overt attempts at claim-making or rights-taking, some have

questioned how these ethical decisions become acts of citizenship. As discussed earlier, Isin &

Nielsen describe this theoretical gap in the following question: “How do ethical acts articulate

themselves into political acts?” 106

One way to investigate this is through irregular migrants’ exercise of agency with respect

to their positionality in society. Specifically, I propose Mezzadra & Neilson’s concepts of civil

and political society to show how these inherently ethical acts could be articulated as political

ones. I argue that the ethical act of telling employers about one’s undocumented status is an

exercise of agency that politicises the self. Building on the previous sections on housing and rent,

IFMs often have to navigate a political society where rules are arbitrary on uneven distributions

of power. One crucial factor in these power dynamics is whether or not their landlords and

housemates are aware of their undocumented status. When IFMs disclose this information, they

risk being subject to exclusion or subjugation, which they manage using strategies that could be

interpreted as political acts (e.g., negotiating rent as someone ‘unlawfully’ residing in the UK).

Similarly, I argue that it is ethical as well as political to disclose one’s undocumented status to

potential employers for two reasons.

First, Lola and Bry risk subjecting themselves to further exclusion or subjugation,

adversely impacting their already-precarious position as non-citizens. Linking the question posed

by Isin & Nielsen with Mezzadra & Neilson’s framework, I argue that such ethical acts articulate

themselves into political acts when they are willfully employed against the expectations of

“everyday politics” in a political society. For irregular migrants in environments where there is

106 Isin and Nielsen, 34-35.

105 Government of the United Kingdom, “Penalties for Employing Illegal Workers,” GOV.UK,
https://www.gov.uk/penalties-for-employing-illegal-workers.

https://www.gov.uk/penalties-for-employing-illegal-workers
https://www.gov.uk/penalties-for-employing-illegal-workers
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an ever-present threat of deportation, imperceptibility tends to be the “routinized way of

being.”107 One would expect undocumented migrants to tell potential employers white lies about

their status, as Markova described, or choose not to follow through with a job application once

the employer asks for papers, which others IFMs have reported doing. In this sense, I argue that

Bry and Lola’s decision to provide this sensitive information upfront is a rupture from habitus.

By doing so, they risk subjecting themselves to more threats and risks, going against the

expectation for irregular migrants navigating political society.

Second, I argue that irregular migrants who “come clean” to their potential employers

also gain a certain degree of political power by “respecting” the rules of civil society. In the

example of Lola and Bry, civil society pertains to the British laws governing migration and

employment. As explained earlier, British law punishes citizens who employ migrants they have

reasonable cause to believe do not have the right to work in the UK. If an undocumented migrant

in the UK discloses the entire truth of their status, those who still decide to hire them would be in

clear violation of this rule since they could not claim that they were deceived or misled during

the hiring process. Implicitly, this could be potential leverage for Bry and Lola since the risk of

incrimination would then be shared with the employers who still hired them despite knowing

they are undocumented. It is important to note that neither participant has claimed to use this

strategy to “entrap” those who did employ them. In their respective interviews, each explained

that a sense of moral responsibility or fairness compelled them to tell potential employers the

truth about their status. I argue that this adds further potential to the political-civil society

framework in addressing Isin & Nielsen’s concerns about the articulation of ethical acts into

political ones. By grounding morally-driven acts in the ‘political’ and ‘civil’ societies in which

they transpire, one could begin to investigate how the ethical becomes political.

In summary, there is a two-fold political dimension to Lola and Bry’s choice. On the one

hand, these could be interpreted as ruptures from habitus that constitute acts of citizenship in the

context of political society. Through this, irregular migrants risk surrendering aspects of their

agency (e.g., potential blackmail and labour exploitation). On the other hand, they could subject

the employers who choose to hire them in a difficult position against British law by telling the

entire truth of their status. Inadvertently or not, I argue that these acts could implicitly undermine

their employers’ power when interpreted in the context of civil society (e.g., the legal framework

107 Isin and Nielsen, 36
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of migration and employment in the UK).

5.3.3 Responsibilities of a ‘future’ citizen: Essential work as ‘good’ citizenship?
Not all acts of citizenship espousing these “feelings of responsibility” are ethical like Lola and

Bry’s. As Isin & Nielsen explained, acts of citizenship may constitute a sense of future duty

towards others without necessarily being morally-driven:

Acts of citizenship create a sense of the possible and of a citizenship that is ‘yet to come’.

Without necessarily being ethical, such acts implicitly ask questions about a future

responsibility towards others.108

Rather than ethics, they argue that this sense of duty is tied to migrants’ prospects for

citizenship. Building on this, I argue that acts of citizenship could also explain how IFMs like

Markova rationalise their claims to regularisation who are still currently barred from it:

“ If they can give us undocumented people our papers soon, we would be able to help not

only our ourselves, but also the country – especially through taxation. The sooner we can

pay our taxes, the faster the country can move forward because, as we are seeing now,

this country is falling apart because of the pandemic. If they grant us the amnesty now,

the UK will even benefit economically from our taxes.

What Markova is referring to is the highly-debated rule that undocumented migrants

older than 25 have to reside for at least twenty years in the UK before they can be considered for

regularisation. As I will discuss in Section 5.5, applying for a settlement visa, or Indefinite Leave

To Remain (ILR), is usually the first step to becoming a citizen in the UK. When Kanlungan

conducted these interviews in early 2020, all participants were ineligible for amnesty since none

had lived in the UK for at least twenty years. In 2021, migrant organisations, including

Kanlungan, petitioned for the British parliament to grant urgent amnesty of five years to

undocumented migrants without criminal records.109 They argued that the twenty-year minimum

109 Kanlungan Filipino Consortium, "We in Kanlungan supported and signed this petition," Facebook,
November 15, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/kanlunganuk/posts/4622694914462248.

108 Isin and Nielsen, 4.

https://www.facebook.com/kanlunganuk/posts/4622694914462248
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residency requirement for regularisation should be changed during the lockdown since

undocumented migrants were “suffering in silence” due to lack of access to basic support.110 As

they explained in the e-petition, granting amnesty will allow irregular migrants to “live their

lives as decent human beings and help the Country economically” during the pandemic.111 The

latter part of this statement is akin to what Markova said about his potential to contribute to the

country during the pandemic if he was granted citizenship status. In line with Isin & Nielsen’s

explanation, this does not necessarily entail a morally-driven sense of responsibility – as it was

for Lola or Bry. Rather, it alludes to a future, arguably pragmatic, responsibility tied to the

prospect of being regularised.

This also aligns with the self-integration framework, which predicts that irregular

migrants’ integration strategies are motivated by the possibility of regularisation or the threat of

deportation. Extending this framework, I argue that IFMs like Markova are driven by the

prospect of regularisation not only to gain the benefits of citizenship, per se, but also because

they are already fulfilling certain citizenship duties through their labour. As Ruth Patrick argued,

the UK government tends to incentivize labour as the “primary duty of the ‘good’ citizen”

through its welfare system. 112 However, this is based on a rather “narrow definition of work as

formal paid employment” which tends to exclude and malign the labour of those employed via

informal arrangements.113 Patrick argued that there ought to be a shift not only in the UK’s

definition of work, but also in its definition of citizenship to acknowledge the reality that

non-citizens’ labour are essential:

Were the reality of human interdependence to be acknowledged, as well as efforts to

redefine our understanding of work taken seriously, the dualisms and dichotomies

between workers and non-workers - the responsible and irresponsible - would be far less

113 Ruth Patrick, “Work as the Primary ‘Duty’ of the Responsible Citizen,” 13.

112 Ruth Patrick, “Work as the Primary ‘Duty’ of the Responsible Citizen: A Critique of This Work-Centric
Approach,” People Place and Policy Online 6, no. 1 (March 30, 2012): 1,
https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.0006.0001.0002.

111 Government of the United Kingdom, “Petition: Grant an Urgent Amnesty to Undocumented Migrants
Living in the UK,” Petitions (Parliament of the United Kingdom, July 19, 2021),
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/567681.

110 Government of the United Kingdom, “Petition: Amnesty for UK Undocumented Immigrants in This
COVID-19 World Pandemic,” Petitions (Parliament of the United Kingdom, June 30, 2020),
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/312998.

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/567681
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/567681
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/312998
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/312998


60

potent and might collapse entirely.114

During the pandemic, the global resurgence of terms like “essential work” in the

English-speaking world – or Coronalexicon, as Gustilo et al. coined this phenomenon – attests to

a renewed awareness of what Patrick described.115 Indeed, some notions of (non-)worker and

(non-)citizenship became less potent to accommodate governments’ immediate need to identify

which types of labour are essential. This shift was especially salient in the Global North where,

in defining which kinds of labour are essential, began to acknowledge “migrants typically

considered ‘low-skilled’ such as crop pickers, food processors, care assistants, and cleaners in

hospitals.” 116 In the UK, the government’s concept of “migrants as essential workers” only

emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic which led to an ongoing debate if these pro-migrant

forces will dissipate once migrant labour is no longer needed to fill labour shortages.117

On the one hand, this corroborates what Patrick predicted, in that crises would eventually

force Western states to acknowledge the essential labour of the informally employed migrants

they systematically incriminate. Some scholars argue that this acknowledgement has weakened

the structures that enable these exclusions which could lead to their eventual collapse. On the

other hand, some predict that this acknowledgement is temporary and that states would

eventually revert to the systems that incriminated informal work. Beyond the possibility of

structural change, I argue that it is equally important to understand how these forces are shaping

agency, especially those of migrant workers participating in informal economies. I argue that the

widespread refocusing on “essential” employment could also reframe irregular migrants’

perceptions of their own labour and prospects for regularisation. This, in turn, could also change

the way they respond to experiences of exclusion as non-citizens.

For instance, the acknowledgement of essential work, in itself, has made Filipino migrant

workers aware of their labour’s value during the pandemic. In 2020, the Philippine congress

passed an act to commemorate Filipino frontliners as “modern-day heroes” risking their lives to

117 Bridget Anderson, Friedrich Poeschel, and Martin Ruhs, “Rethinking Labour Migration,” 3.

116 Bridget Anderson, Friedrich Poeschel, and Martin Ruhs, “Rethinking Labour Migration: Covid-19,
Essential Work, and Systemic Resilience,” Comparative Migration Studies 9, no. 1 (September 30, 2021), 2,
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-021-00252-2.

115 Gustilo, Leah E., Cielo May A. Pura, and Thomas Biermeier. “Coronalexicon: Meanings and
Word-Formation Processes of Pandemic-Related Lexemes across English Varieties.” 3L the Southeast Asian Journal
of English Language Studies 27, no. 4 (2021): 1–15. https://doi.org/10.17576/3l-2021-2704-01.

114 Patrick, 13.
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provide essential work both in the Philippines and abroad.118 This heroification narrative first

emerged in the 1970s when the Philippines became the largest exporter of contractual labour in

response to rising unemployment and poverty.119 In the recent context of the pandemic, the

emergence of the “heroic Filipino frontliner” narrative hints at Filipino migrants’ cognizance of

the indispensability of their labour to both the Philippines and their host society.120 I argue that

this also potentially shifted the way certain IFMs in the UK view not only their labour, but also

their claims to citizenship, as participants like Bruno exemplify:

I definitely think that the UK should reduce the amnesty period for us undocumented

migrants because they need us, too. Especially [during the pandemic], they need more

people like me in the health and housekeeping industries. Plus, if they grant us amnesty

earlier, we would be able to pay taxes and contribute to the country.

During the pandemic, irregular migrants’ heightened awareness of their labour’s

essentiality led to petitions for a shortened amnesty period, as discussed earlier, and protest

movements like Status Now 4 All. The latter was co-founded by Kanlungan along with other

migrant organisations advocating to grant irregular migrants amnesty so they could claim the

rights and benefits they were excluded from during the pandemic.121 As I will discuss in Section

5.4, migrant organisations have a dual role of enabling irregular migrants to commit such acts of

citizenship while managing their imperceptibility. Moreover, Bruno’s statement echoes

Markova’s sentiments on why the UK ought to reduce the amnesty period for undocumented

migrants. As both participants emphasised, taxation is the future responsibility they could not yet

fulfil while they are not regularised. But beyond these “could-nots” I argue that their claims to

regularisation are also tied to the responsibilities that they know they are already fulfilling as

labourers. In this sense, irregular migrants are not only harbingers of the duties or obligations

they will have once they are “official” citizens, but also active individuals who are already

121 The Status Now Network, “Status Now 4 All - This Is Our Call,” Status Now 4 All, June 13, 2020,
https://statusnow4all.org/status-now-4-all-this-is-our-call/.

120 Julie Ann Real et al., “Behind the Masks of Bravery: A Phenomenological Study on the Challenges and
Adjustments of Filipino Frontliners in Qatar,” International Journal of Research Publications 93, no. 1 (January 1,
2022), https://doi.org/10.47119/ijrp100931120222808.

119 Epifanio Jr. San Juan, “Overseas Filipino Workers: The Making of an Asian-Pacific Diaspora,” The
Global South 3, no. 2 (2009): 99–129.

118 Ron P. Salo, “Commemorating the Heroism of Frontline Workers during the COVID-19 Pandemic,”
Pub. L. No. 7109 (2020), https://hrep-website.s3.ap-southeast-1.amazonaws.com/legisdocs/basic_18/HB07109.pdf.

https://statusnow4all.org/status-now-4-all-this-is-our-call/
https://statusnow4all.org/status-now-4-all-this-is-our-call/
https://hrep-website.s3.ap-southeast-1.amazonaws.com/legisdocs/basic_18/HB07109.pdf
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fulfilling responsibilities as de facto citizens. However, these duties or obligations have remained

unacknowledged due to the internal borders within the care industry that demarcate the

“qualified” from the “unqualified,” as Bruno put it:

For me, being a carer is not just a job to earn money. I think of it as a responsibility.

When you provide care, you become attached to the person you care for, and that requires

a lot of patience, compassion, and empathy. I considered my previous employer to be

almost like my family because she was dependent on me for all her needs. After years of

experience, I really believe it’s my calling to be a carer. But even though I’ve been doing

this for years, I still need to become regularised so I could take all the short-courses and

get the training certificates I need to finally be seen as a ‘qualified’ carer by everyone.

On the one hand, this corroborates the fundamental argument made by Isin & Nielsen, in

that citizenship ought to be reframed as acts, rather than a legal status only the state can confer

upon migrants. As Bruno exemplifies, irregular migrants may perceive regularisation as a mere

formalisation of the duties that they are already performing. Simultaneously, this challenges the

focus on migrants’ overtly political acts that proponents of acts of citizenship tend to fixate on.

Building on Schweitzer's critique of this tendency, I argue that one also ought to consider the

everyday acts committed by irregular migrants that are not necessarily visible ruptures from

habitus. As illustrated, IFMs like Bruno may rationalise their claims to citizenship because they

constitute themselves as essential workers who are active – and aware – contributors to British

society. In this vein, irregular migrants’ claims to regularisation are not only motivated by the

benefits (e.g., claim state support) or responsibilities that come with it (e.g., paying taxes), but

also because they are already carrying out some of these responsibilities as de facto citizens,

albeit unacknowledged (e.g., as essential workers employed via informal arrangements).

5.4 Social, Public, and Non-Governmental Support
While self-integration is driven by agency, it could also depend not only on how inclusive

institutions are in the host society, but also mobile commons – or the information, mutual care,

social support, solidarity, and services migrants exchange with each other. Beyond these social

networks of fellow migrants, irregular migrants’ self-integration strategies are also shaped by
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“the benevolence and support” of other members of society, as Schweitzer described.122 Linking

this to Mezzadra & Neilson’s framework, I argue that these strategies are migrants’ responses to

their positions within civil and political societies. To illustrate this, I use the concepts of

differential inclusion and internal borders to analyse how the support – or lack thereof – IFMs

receive from strangers or peers shape their self-integration strategies in the UK. In Section 5.4.1,

I argue that irregular migrants’ management of the help they receive from “benevolent”

individuals is an exercise of agency in itself. Using Fundics’ experience as an example, I will

discuss how these could be interpreted as acts of citizenship and imperceptibility in the grey

areas between civil and political society. Section 5.4.2 explores how IFMs who relied on mobile

commons for information and support during the pandemic are still subject to “segmented

inclusions.” Specifically, I will discuss the benefits and limitations of mobile commons by

comparing Lola and Peachybelle’s experiences with claiming public healthcare services during

the pandemic. Finally, in Section 5.4.3, I will discuss what drove the participants to engage in

mobile commons during the pandemic by seeking support and representation from migrant

organisations like Kanlungan.

5.4.1 Accepting – and managing – benevolence from others
In 2007, Fundics entered the UK on a six-month travel visa with the intention of finding

employment. While his travel visa was still valid, he lived with a fellow Filipino who offered to

help him with housing. He told him he would move out as soon as his visa expired:

I had some help from a fellow Filipino I met at the airport who let me live with him. I

told him upfront that I didn’t have the money to pay him for rent but that I’d pay him

once I get a job. He said it was not a problem. He’s a very good guy. But I told him I’ll

only stay with him for those six months. I decided to leave once my visa expired so we

don’t get into any trouble.

I argue that this illustrates how self-integration could be simultaneously shaped by

agency and the benevolence or support offered by others. In this case, migrants can exercise their

agency by deciding what to do with the help offered to them. In hostile environments like the

122 Schweitzer, 318.
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UK, managing how much help they accept from “benevolent” members of society, migrants can

also pragmatically minimise its associated risks in hostile environments like the UK. In the case

with Fundics, choosing to limit the help he accepts prevented him from committing potentially

incriminating actions (e.g., informally subletting one’s apartment to a non-resident), which could

have undermined Fundics’ goal of finding employment in the UK. Hence, I argue that migrants

not only decide when to accept – or reject – benevolence, but also set the boundaries and

parameters when they do accept it (e.g., when Fundics only accepted help for the first six

month). As was the case with Fundics, one may choose to limit the benevolence offered to them

in order to remain imperceptible.

Such strategies combine elements of acts of citizenship and imperceptibility. On the

former, Fundics’ decision to “come clean” to his friend about his intentions echoes Bry and

Lola’s ethical-political choice to disclose their status to all potential employers. As discussed in

Section 5.3, this could be interpreted as an act of citizenship that disrupts the expectations set by

civil and political society. Meanwhile, his choice to move out of his friend’s place is an

imperceptibility strategy that may also be a morally-driven choice to protect his friend. By

moving out, he strategically maintains his imperceptibility and protects his friend from potential

incrimination or speculations from landlords or housemates. This decision came at a price for

Fundics’ agency. After all, moving out of his friend’s place and finding a house by himself

entails leaving the relative safety of the former. In doing so, he could subject himself to the

informal, arbitrary rules of political society where potential landlords and housemates might

exploit or discriminate against him. Despite this, he made a deliberate decision to set a boundary

as to how long he would accept help. This exemplifies how irregular migrants could employ

strategies that both deviate from what is expected of them, while also remaining imperceptible,

as Schweitzer described.123

Accepting help for only the first six months also shows how Fundics abided by the

formal rules of civil society (e.g., staying with his friend as a visitor with a valid travel visa)

despite fully intending to break them later (e.g., entering the UK on a travel visa with the

intention to find employment). More broadly, this exemplifies how irregular migrants exercise

their agency in the liminal areas between civil and political society, as discussed in Section 5.3.

Fundics’ decision to accept his friend’s help only as a “legal alien” in the UK shows how

123 Schweitzer, 318.
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migrants may simultaneously reinforce and undermine the formal laws of civil society. More

importantly, one ought to understand how migrants not only navigate but also permeate the grey

areas between civil and political society. As I will discuss in Section 5.5, all IFMs in this thesis

first entered the UK through legal routes embedded within the formal rules of civil society. After

becoming “illegal aliens,” some IFMs continued to appeal for regularisation via “legal grounds”

such as family reunification (Bruno), transgender rights (Lola), and work visa extension

(Peachybelle). In this aspect, Mezzadra & Neilson’s political-civil society framework could be a

useful reference to understand how migrants may exercise their agency in such liminal spaces

between legal and illegal.

5.4.2 Accessing public services on healthcare as undocumented people
Medical care is another aspect in which irregular migrants have to deliberate how much help (if

any) to accept and, perhaps more importantly, from whom they seek assistance. As one could

expect, primary care services provided by the National Health Service (NHS) were crucial to the

UK’s pandemic response framework. Consultation with a general practitioner is a primary care

service of the NHS that is accessible to anyone in the UK “regardless of nationality and

residential status.”124 Despite this, most IFMs who experienced symptoms of COVID infection

during the pandemic refused to consult with any GPs. This is rooted in a general distrust towards

publicly-funded services by institutions that have been reported to share patient information to

immigration authorities since before the pandemic.125 As mentioned earlier, all IFMs mentioned

in this thesis arrived in the UK as “legal aliens” with valid visas. While their visas were still

valid, IFMs like Peachybelle claimed free GP consultation services at the NHS. After her visa

became invalid, she stopped claiming these services and began to ask help from a friend to

acquire medication whenever she became sick, as she explained below:

I did have a GP before but now that I am undocumented, I would not go there anymore.

Now, I have a friend who just helps me get medicines whenever I need them.

125 Papageorgiou et al., “Patient Data-Sharing for Immigration Enforcement,” 8.

124 “Patient Registration,” The British Medical Association, January 27, 2022,
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/gp-practices/managing-your-practice-list/patient-registration.

https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/gp-practices/managing-your-practice-list/patient-registration
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/gp-practices/managing-your-practice-list/patient-registration


66

For a time, Peachybelle also tried consulting with Doctors of the World (DOTW). In

London, DOTW runs free clinic services and medical programmes for “excluded people such as

destitute migrants, sex workers and people with no fixed address.” 126 However, she became

more reluctant to consult with them because she is afraid they would eventually relay her

information to the authorities, as she described:

Before, I went to Doctors of the World. But I think I have to submit or renew my records

every year. I haven’t gone there in awhile so I actually don’t know what happened to my

records since I last had a consultation. At this point, I’m scared that they have already

passed on my information to the authorities since I am still undocumented, even though

I’ve tried several times to get regularised.

During the first lockdown in the UK, Peachybelle’s employer was diagnosed with

COVID. As discussed in the first section, Peachybelle is a live-in carer who was forced to

continue living with her COVID-positive employer to avoid getting into trouble with authorities.

During their mandatory two-week isolation period, a doctor from the NHS would regularly check

in with her employer to see how they are doing. However, Peachybelle herself was not given any

medical attention despite attempting multiple times. When Kanlungan asked if she knew that the

NHS provides free consultation and treatment for those who contracted the virus without having

to do immigration checks, Peachybelle responded:

I know that, but look at these people. This doctor was calling me everyday to monitor my

employer who got coronavirus. Every call, I would ask him: ‘How about me? I am also

exposed to the virus because I live with my employer.’ But all he says to me is ‘Don’t

worry too much.’ And I always think to myself, ‘What? Is this all they can do for me? By

telling me not to worry?” So even though I know that the NHS has free services, they

don’t really care enough when I try to ask for help. That’s just that.

126 “UK Work,” Doctors of the World, 2021, https://www.doctorsoftheworld.org.uk/our-work/uk/.

https://www.doctorsoftheworld.org.uk/our-work/uk/
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While in contact with the GP who monitors her employer, Peachybelle has also asked for

personal protective equipment (PPE) and self-testing services since she was constantly exposed

to her employer as her personal carer. Despite these attempts, she was repeatedly neglected:

The NHS did not give me anything even though I asked every time they’d call to monitor

my employer. I asked them how I can take care of myself since I am looking after a

COVID-positive person. They told me not to worry too much as long as I wore my mask,

gown, and gloves. So then I asked them if they could let me undergo COVID tests to

ensure that I am safe or, at least, give me some PPE. I told them: ‘You need to help me,

too. I have a patient who is positive, so please at least give me a mask.’ But they never

did. I am really upset about that, but there’s nothing more I can do.

In the end, Peachybelle still had to rely on her friends for basic PPE and everyday

survival, attesting to the importance of mobile commons when irregular migrants face systematic

exclusion. However, the benefits of mobile commons were still rather limited for Peachybelle

who experienced COVID symptoms after the two weeks she was forced to live with her

employer. To cope, she self-isolated in the countryside through the help of her friend and, as

discussed in Section 5.1, was not compensated by her employers in any way while she was on

leave. To keep her symptoms in check, she self-medicated by taking vitamins, cough syrup, and

paracetamol, which she also acquired through her friends. She did not attempt to contact a GP

due to her previous experiences with the NHS.

Given Peachybelle’s general reluctance to claim medical services, one could argue that

her seeking help from the NHS to access PPE and COVID testing is an act of citizenship in

itself. However, as discussed in previous sections, I argue that these attempts at claim-making are

delimited by experiences of differential inclusion and internal borders. To illustrate this, I

compare Peachybelle’s and Lola’s experiences with the NHS. Similar to Peachybelle, Lola is

aware that the NHS provides free consultation without doing immigration checks even before the

pandemic. But unlike Peachybelle, Lola stated that she has willingly gone to the NHS and she

intends to again if she begins to feel symptoms of COVID infection:
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Whenever something comes up with my health, I just call a friend who is a nurse at the

hospital and ask him what I should do and where to go. The last time I went to the GP, I

had a skin infection that I could not treat myself. I know that the NHS could not ask me

to share information on my status, so I went ahead and made an appointment with a GP. I

discovered that I could avail of certain free services where you can just walk in and out

without alerting the authorities.

The differences between Lola’s and Peachybelle’s experiences illustrate how the

effectiveness of mobile commons in overcoming structural issues is still contingent on the

individual’s positionality. On the one hand, Lola has a nursing background and has trusted

NHS-affiliated friends in the UK, as she mentioned. In her case, Lola can directly get the

relevant information about her claims to free NHS services with the assurance that this

knowledge was imparted to her from people she trusts. As discussed in Section 5.4, irregular

migrants like Fundics may choose to disclose their status to people who want to help them, then

strategize when and how long they would accept their help. Similarly, irregular migrants like

Lola may strategically get the information they need about public services from people they trust

enough about their status. By carefully selecting who to get information from, she can maximise

her claims to such services.

This also echoes the respective points made by Jayne Ifekwunigwe and Ananda Mitra on

the limitations of mobile commons. Although IFMs like Lola and Peachybelle “do find

community” and “create new commoning strategies,” the effectiveness of these solidarity

strategies are contingent on the individual’s positionality.127 Extending this, I argue that

differential inclusion could help explain why Lola and Peachybelle, despite being undocumented

migrants who both relied on mobile commons, ended up having different experiences with the

NHS. Particularly, I argue that the segmentation of the two migrants based on their “differential

social and class positions” is a key factor in these different experiences.128

In Lola’s case, I argue that her nursing background gave her some leverage because of

her access to social circles composed of Filipino nurses who are formally employed by the NHS.

Meanwhile, Peachybelle is a qualified midwife in the Philippines who, upon arriving in the UK,

128 Mezzadra and Neilson, 163.

127 Jayne O. Ifekwunigwe, “When Commoning Strategies Travel”, 5; Ananda Mitra, “Towards Finding a
Cybernetic Safe Place.”

https://www.eurozine.com/when-commoning-strategies-travel/
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worked at a nursing home to care for vulnerable adults. In the UK, nursing homes are

independently regulated by the Care Quality Commission, since the NHS does not directly

provide adult social care.129 Since Peachybelle’s visa expired, she worked as a housekeeper and

as a live-in carer, both of which have relegated her labour to the private sphere. Similar to Lola,

Peachybelle had trusted friends who she could count on for support. However, unlike Lola,

Peachybelle’s social circles did not consist of NHS-affiliated friends who could advise her on

accessing public healthcare services.

In this vein, I argue that Peachybelle’s direct attempts to seek help from public

institutions like the NHS is hindered by her exclusion from any legal claims as someone who’s

informally employed. Similar to Bruno (See Section 5.3.3), Peachybelle also cannot apply for the

requirements to “formalise” her qualifications in the UK despite having almost fourteen years of

experience in the care industry. She may attempt to exercise her agency to claim public services

but, without these formal qualifications, she does not have the support of a labour union that

could properly advocate for her rights. Hence, her claims to rather basic goods and services such

as PPE could be easily dismissed by institutions like the NHS. In the next section, I will discuss

how migrant organisations like Kanlungan have started to fill the role of labour unions during the

pandemic in representing irregular migrants’ interests in the UK.

5.4.3 Seeking support and the dual role of migrant organisations for (in)visibility
Carefully choosing when and how to accept help from migrant organisations was also a common

strategy for IFMs during the pandemic. On the one hand, the reluctance to seek assistance from

migrant-led support groups is rooted in the deep distrust cultivated by hostile environments like

the UK, as discussed in the previous sections. This stems from a constant feeling of being under

surveillance, as Bry described:

Once I feel that someone cannot be trusted, or when they start to ask me how I got into

the UK, I try to stay back because people talk. I have friends who were taken by the

immigration officers during raids so I am always fearful that I might be next. Before I

came here, I was a shy person but I had loads of friends. In the UK, I only have a few I

129 “Adult Social Care,” The Patients Association, June 2, 2020,
https://www.patients-association.org.uk/adult-social-care.

https://www.patients-association.org.uk/adult-social-care#:~:text=No.,from%20an%20illness%20or%20disability
https://www.patients-association.org.uk/adult-social-care#:~:text=No.,from%20an%20illness%20or%20disability
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could count on because I don’t try to mingle with others. I always have to be cautious

with who I trust in my day to day life.

The process of seeking and accepting support from migrant organisations is almost as

tedious as choosing which people to trust, as she further elaborates:

When you are with a community of Filipinos, they say this and that about what you

should do as an undocumented migrant. But you don’t know which one has the right

information or if what they’re saying is entirely correct, so I did not always take their

advice. This is why I don’t normally go out and seek help in any way. I know there are

support groups out there but I never really know if they are on my side.

During the pandemic, IFMs like Bry – who would not normally seek assistance from

migrant organisations – were convinced to seek help for the first time. As of 2020, she joined

Kanlungan to learn about her rights as an undocumented person and to meet other Filipinos in

similar situations. On the one hand, this could be interpreted as a pragmatic response to irregular

migrants’ exclusion from basic state support during lockdowns. As discussed in Sections 5.1 and

5.2, the constant exhaustion of their resources and endless trade-offs in agency during the

pandemic may have left them with no option but to seek help. However, as I argued in Section

5.3, this could be concurrently interpreted as an act of citizenship stemming from migrants’

desire to learn about their options for future regularisation. As Fundics put it:

To be honest, I only decided to join Kanlungan now because I really want to know what’s

happening in this country. I want to know if I do have a chance to stay here or if I should

go back home. I joined Kanlungan because I have so many questions in my mind about

my options in the UK.

Similar to Wilcke’s assessment of the “visible-invisible advantage” of union membership,

migrant support organisations could enable migrants to commit acts of citizenship while still

maintaining imperceptibility.130 Building on this, migrant organisations offer a “safe space” to

130 Wilcke, 158.
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commit acts ranging from the implicitly political (e.g., learning about one’s claims to

regularisation) to the overtly political (e.g., joining protests).

Moreover, I argue that mobile commons – particularly, the ones initiated by migrant

organisations – played an indispensable role in creating safe spaces for irregular migrants

navigating a post-Brexit, mid-pandemic UK. These organised forms of mobile commons may

emerge in response to the structural obstacles faced by migrants of the same racial or ethnic

origin. The very existence of migrant-led organisations like Kanlungan attests to this. By catering

to the needs of a specific subset of irregular migrants with a similar ethnic background, these

organisations are both a safe space and political platform for IFMs. These organisations not only

provided immediate relief for IFMs during the pandemic, but also articulated their plight through

“humanitarian discourses to appeal for migrant rights and protection.”131 To a certain extent,

migrant organisations could even “‘delegitimize’ the symbolic violence” of hostile environments

towards irregular migrants.132 As Ron Vilog & Carlos Piocos explained, these organisations can

challenge state structures that “inconspicuously assault undocumented migrants” when they are

most vulnerable.133 This is exemplified by the very source material for this thesis. By publishing

a report based on the actual experiences of IFMs, Kanlungan uses advocacy research and

humanitarian lobbying to counteract the UK’s “legal violence” towards irregularity.

5.5 Self-integration and Regularisation
To summarise the last four sections, the agency of irregular migrants could be expanded or

delimited by experiences of differential inclusion and internal borders. Some of these unfold

within political society where the rules are shaped by their experiences of exclusion or inclusion

with their landlords, employers, and housemates. As emphasised in Sections 5.1 and 5.2, IFMs’

attempts at negotiating their housing and rent during the pandemic could result in paradoxical

consequences to their own agency. Meanwhile, Sections 5.3 and 5.4 illustrate how migrants may

navigate the grey areas between legal and illegal. In this sense, IFMs may commit acts of

citizenship that do not necessarily transpire exclusively in either “civil” or “political” society.

In this section, I build on both threads of discussion by analysing IFMs’ hesitations and

133 Vilog and Piocos, 219.
132 Ron Bridget T. Vilog and Carlos M. III Piocos, “Undocumented in the Time of Pandemic,” 219.

131 Ron Bridget T. Vilog and Carlos M. III Piocos, “Undocumented in the Time of Pandemic: Exploring
Legal Violence, Health Care and Human Rights of Irregular Filipino Migrants in Italy and the UK,” International
Journal of Human Rights in Healthcare 14, no. 3 (2021): 219, https://doi.org/10.1108\/IJHRH.
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attempts to appeal for Indefinite Leave To Remain (ILR) in the UK. The ILR is a settlement visa

that gives an individual the right to reside, work, study, and access certain types of benefits.134 It

is also the first step for most migrants to apply for citizenship, but British law has different rules

for those who have continuously resided in the UK “lawfully” versus those who did

“unlawfully.” 135 For “unlawful” migrants, a limited leave to remain for 30 months could be

granted on the grounds of private life which could be proven if they had “lived continuously in

the UK for at least 20 years (discounting any period of imprisonment).” 136 If this 30-month leave

to remain period is granted, they could be considered for ILR if they fulfil another ten years of

continuous residence as a lawful migrant. When Kanlungan conducted interviews with the IFMs,

none of the participants had met the basic twenty-year requirement yet.

Section 5.5.1 compares and contrasts the experiences of Markova, Fundics, and Bry who

have never attempted to appeal for ILR while they have not yet fulfilled the 20-year residence

rule. Building on the first thread, I argue that their decision to remain imperceptible is not

necessarily agency-driven like Markova’s. Specifically, I argue that (mis)information about one’s

status played a crucial role in Fundics’ and Bry’s strategies. Meanwhile, Section 5.5.2

contextualises the experiences of Peachybelle, Lola, and Bruno who all appealed for ILR through

immigration solicitors. In line with the second thread, I argue that their attempt to claim “legal”

status as “illegal” migrants are shaped by the rules of civil (e.g., due processes of UK

Immigration) and political (e.g., their solicitors’ terms and conditions) societies.

5.5.1 Self-integration as a tool of agency versus product of (mis)information
On the one hand, irregular migrants’ self-integration could be framed as agency-driven responses

to their “official exclusion from formal integration routes,” as Schweitzer put it.137 Among the six

IFMs discussed in this paper, three have never attempted to apply for regularisation. Instead, they

137 Schweitzer, 318.
136 UK Immigration Justice Watch, “What you need to know to prepare an effective private life claim,” 14.

135 “What Are the 10 and 20 Year Rules on Long Residence?,” Free Movement, January 5, 2021,
https://freemovement.org.uk/what-are-10-20-year-rules-on-long-residence-immigration-rules-paragraph-276-continu
ous-lawful-residence/. Also, see paragraphs A246 to A276VI of the UK’s Immigration Rules for requirements on
minimum residency of “lawful” versus “unlawful” individuals, respectively: Government of the United Kingdom,
“Immigration Rules,” GOV.UK, February 25, 2022, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/
immigration-rules-part-7-other-categories. The requirements for “unlawful” migrants are also provided by paragraph
276ADE(1).

134 Government of the United Kingdom, “Indefinite Leave to Remain If You’ve Been in the UK for 10
Years (Long Residence),” GOV.UK, February 7, 2014, https://www.gov.uk/long-residence.

https://freemovement.org.uk/what-are-10-20-year-rules-on-long-residence-immigration-rules-paragraph-276-continuous-lawful-residence/
https://freemovement.org.uk/what-are-10-20-year-rules-on-long-residence-immigration-rules-paragraph-276-continuous-lawful-residence/
https://freemovement.org.uk/what-are-10-20-year-rules-on-long-residence-immigration-rules-paragraph-276-continuous-lawful-residence/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-part-7-other-categories
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-part-7-other-categories
https://www.gov.uk/long-residence
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employed self-integration strategies as an alternative way of blending in since the UK

systematically excludes them from legal paths to citizenship. As discussed earlier, the chances of

regularisation are very low for IFMs who have not met the twenty-year residency mark. Since

they are disincentivised to appeal for ILR, they may use self-integration strategies as a tool of

imperceptibility to continue life “as normally as possible.” In this case, self-integration is not

necessarily a tool to fulfil one’s aspirations of becoming formally recognised citizens. Among the

IFMs who embodied this is Markova, who has made no attempts to apply for regularisation. As a

student in the UK, he had already been working as a housekeeper on the side. When his student

visa was nearing expiration, his mother experienced health issues which caused financial

troubles for his family in the Philippines. Without attempting to renew his visa, he decided to

stay in the UK to remit money. At that time, he was completely aware that he could face the

consequences of being undocumented. By the time he was interviewed by Kanlungan, he had

been in the UK for around nine years. When asked how he feels about being undocumented in

the UK’s hostile environment, he said:

I am not really scared of it anymore. You just have to learn how to live like the locals, at

least that’s what I’ve been doing. I try not to get nervous if I see policemen or any other

agencies who they say can get us undocumented people deported just like that.

Occasionally, I do wonder if I still have a chance to become a citizen here – or at least get

a better visa – so I’m not totally closed to the idea of applying. But right now, I just want

to keep acting like a ‘normal’ or ‘common’ citizen of the UK.

Similar to Markova, Fundics and Bry have also never attempted to apply for

regularisation. But unlike Markova, their reluctance to appeal for the right to remain is forged by

constant fears of deportation. As discussed in the third section, Fundics arrived in the UK in

2007 on a tourist visa, fully intending to find employment in the UK. He has never attempted to

apply for a work visa because he did not know anyone who could give him the necessary

information without risking getting reported to the authorities. When asked to describe how the

hostile environment of the UK shaped his everyday life in the past thirteen years, he said:

I’m still scared everyday. Whenever I ride the tube and see the police, I get very scared. I
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try to ignore the fear but one day, out of the blue, the police might ask me to show my ID

and ask me where I live – all of that – and then I won’t have any documents to show.

During the pandemic, Fundics joined Kanlungan with the intention to learn more about

his rights in the UK, as discussed in the previous section. He never sought out the correct

information in fear that it would reveal his status to the people he asked. Similarly, Bry’s

hesitation is motivated by her fear of deportation as well as a lack of trusted sources of

information. Similar to Markova, Bry came to the UK in 2010 as a student and originally

planned to focus only on school and finish a diploma in business. At that time, she was already

behind in paying her tuition fees and could only pay her school less than twenty percent of what

she owed. As a working student, she was allowed to work twenty hours a week but, as she

explained, this policy changed a lot. She also did not know anyone in the UK and was confused

by the changing rules on UK immigration. At some point, she could only legally work for a few

hours and this rendered her destitute. Without knowing anyone else in the UK, she followed what

other Filipinos advised her to do, which is to drop out and work full-time. As she described

below, everything she knew about immigration back then was passed on to her by friends who

were also probably misinformed:

Everything I know about immigration, I only got from friends of friends. I did not have

anyone in the UK. I came here from the Philippines with five other students, but we all

did not know how things were done here. Back then, I was just listening to other Filipinos

who got their information from somebody else. That’s why I did not have the full picture

of what I was getting into. I could not understand what was happening in full. But I tend

to follow whatever advice they would give me. If it was right or wrong, I didn’t really

have a way of knowing so I just followed through.

Although Markova, Fundics, and Bry all use self-integration strategies to “blend in” in

the UK, their different motivations and levels of awareness are particularly important to consider

in contextualising their agency. On the one hand, IFMs like Markova choose to remain

imperceptible to live life “as normally as possible,” as he called it. However, those like Fundics

and Bry were arguably coerced into using imperceptibility strategies due to lack of information
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or misinformation on how to navigate the rules of UK Immigration. More broadly, I argue that

while there are migrants like Markova who exercise their agency by becoming imperceptible,

there are migrants like Fundics and Bry who do so due to their lack of knowledge on how civil

society works. The fact that the latter two joined Kanlungan in 2020 to finally get the full picture

of their rights as undocumented people illustrates how their lack of a “trustworthy” source has

always been a major obstacle in this aspect.

5.5.2 ‘Immigration middlemen’ and appealing for regularisation
Meanwhile, experiences of misinformation, fraud, and overcharging by “immigration

middlemen” (e.g., agencies and solicitors) are overarching themes among the three IFMs who

did attempt to appeal for ILR. Although their appeals were based on different claims and

circumstances, all three expressed wariness towards the solicitors who handled their applications.

For instance, Peachybelle hired four different solicitors in the past sixteen years to appeal for

work visa extension as an essential worker for vulnerable adults. She described her experiences

as “very upsetting” – most especially the solicitor from her third attempt to whom Peachybelle

gave all of her original work documents. The solicitor never returned her documents after the

appeal was rejected. By the time she was interviewed, she had spent at least 5,000 pounds paying

for different solicitors. None of them have given her a clear answer as to why her application

keeps getting rejected:

I stopped counting [how much I spent at this point] because it’s so upsetting. But the first

time, I was still working [legally] at a nursing home so I still had some money. I paid that

solicitor around 1,200 pounds. Then I paid the second solicitor around 1,200. Then the

third one was maybe 1,500 pounds. So very upsetting, that one. I gave her all my

documents and I did not get any back. [...] I have tried applying back-and-forth at the

home office so many times. Still, they kept refusing my application and I don’t know

why. I can’t really understand.

Peachybelle’s experience illustrates how IFMs’ role in this process is also arbitrary on

their solicitors who act as “brokers on behalf of the British state in the citizenship test
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process.”138 Although solicitors are supposed to act as the conduits between irregular migrants

and the British state, her experience illustrates how solicitors fall short in sufficiently informing

their clients – let alone helping them make their own decisions – during this process. In this

sense, I argue that while IFMs can exercise their agency by hiring a solicitor to assist them in

becoming regularised, they may still play a more passive role in the actual claim-making

processes.

Irregular migrants are also susceptible to fraudulent agencies who give them the

impression that they are on the track to regularisation. For example, Lola described herself as a

victim of what she described as an “unscrupulous placement agency” based in the Philippines.

The agency promised her that she can be employed as a nurse in the UK right after getting her

degree in social care. To pay the agency, she used up her savings, liquidated her family’s real

estate properties, and borrowed money to have adequate funding for her education. But after

completing her studies in the UK, it turned out that she was not eligible to work as a nurse. As

Lola explained below, moving back to the Philippines was no longer an option at that point since

salary at home would be inadequate to pay off all the loans she accrued to study in the UK:

We were allowed to apply for a post-study working visa after [completing] the degree but

they denied my application because it turned out that I failed to come up with some

requirements because of [my agency]. Still, I decided to stay because there was nothing

waiting for me back in the Philippines. If I went back, I would not have any chance to

pay off all my loans. I stayed in the UK and took the risk once my student visa expired.

A few years later, Lola hired an immigration solicitor who advised her to appeal for ILR

on the grounds of being a trans woman claiming international aid. However, the claim was

immediately denied and her plans to apply for ILR never materialised. She speculates that the

solicitor she hired was incompetent since she was never properly informed about the details of

the claim-making process she paid for:

I was told it was a visa for being transgender under ‘international aid’ or something. But I

138 Anna Tuckett, “Britishness Outsourced: State Conduits, Brokers and the British Citizenship Test,”
Ethnos 87, no. 1 (February 23, 2022): 97,
https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy-ub.rug.nl/doi/full/10.1080/00141844.2019.1687543.

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy-ub.rug.nl/doi/full/10.1080/00141844.2019.1687543
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wasn’t very familiar with it because for one thing, my solicitor wasn’t very brilliant. He

was always asking me to do things that I think he should have been doing for me since

[he was the expert].

Lola’s experience illustrates how even the most basic steps in the ILR appeal process

(e.g., form-filling) have to be administered by private agencies and solicitors now that the British

state no longer offers services that can enable irregular migrants to do these themselves. As Anna

Tuckett argued, most migrant assistance services have been dissolved as part of the hostile

environment initiative in the UK.139 Due to most irregular migrants’ very limited resources, they

were also forced to “become increasingly resourceful” in seeking legal assistance and advice.140

This could make them more susceptible to fraud and neglect, as Lola experienced. The hostile

environment also makes this application process financially unsustainable for those like Bruno

who became undocumented when he exhausted his resources paying for his solicitor:

Initially, I actually tried to apply for a human rights visa [family reunification] through

the help of a solicitor. But after a year or two, the solicitor was still asking for a lot of

money from time to time. I’ve exhausted all my money and efforts by then so I consulted

with my family and friends. In the end, I decided to pull out my application because they

said a human rights visa is very hard to attain here in London. Also, my mom is just a

‘beneficiary’ of the British government herself. She doesn’t have any properties here and

she’s considered a burden to the government herself, so my appeal as a family member

did not stand a chance. If I continued with the application, it would have just been a

waste of money. This is why I’m undocumented now.

These exemplify how IFMs’ attempts to become lawful migrants could be delimited by

the constant reliance on immigration middlemen to represent their interests during this

claim-making process. While their attempts to claim legal status are acts of citizenship, in itself, I

argue that their outcomes are subject to both the formal and informal rules of civil and political

society, respectively. On the one hand, appealing for ILR entails “playing by the rules” of the UK

140 Tuckett, 104.
139 Anna Tuckett, “Britishness Outsourced,” 104.
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Immigration system in undergoing the due legal processes to change one’s status from

“unlawful” to “lawful”. In doing so, IFMs arguably commit acts of citizenship by attempting to

claim regularisation on the basis of essential work (Peachybelle), transgender rights (Lola), or

family reunification (Bruno). However, due to their exclusion from the British state’s

immigration services, irregular migrants could be more susceptible to opportunism from

immigration middlemen. These “unscrupulous” middlemen tend to be demonised in academic

discourse since their methods are often compared to those of altruistic NGOs.141 But as Tuckett

argued, these middlemen are neither purely charitable nor capitalistic. Rather, they combine

“altruistic do-gooding with entrepreneurial opportunism” by making “patchwork arrangements”

with irregular migrants in response to the UK’s cost-cutting on migrant assistance.142

Extending this, I argue that such arrangements tend to become opportunistic – hence,

“demonised” – because they transpire in political society where the rules are fundamentally

different from those of civil society. As discussed earlier, the informal agreements IFMs make

with their employers and landlords tend to be arbitrary on uneven distributions of power.

Similarly, when IFMs hire immigration middlemen to appeal for ILR, they implicitly rely on

informal patchwork arrangements where they are more likely to be overcharged or underserved.

In the context of this section, solicitors and agencies tend to have more leverage in these

arrangements since irregular migrants have limited options for legal assistance, being excluded

from those provided by the state. In attempting to become lawful migrants, IFMs not only have

to undergo the formal rules of UK Immigration itself (civil society) but also comply with the

informal rules of the agencies and solicitors they hire to represent their interests (political

society).

5.6 Logistics, differential migration, and the myth of orderliness
To conclude, I will situate my key findings within recent developments in European

migration governance in light of the 2015 refugee crisis and the more recent COVID-19

pandemic. The themes that emerged in this thesis reinforce and refute the myth of orderliness

pursued by European migration policies.143 On the one hand, the structural limitations faced by

IFMs attest to the far-reaching effects of exclusionary policies implemented by governments

143 Giorgio Grappi, Migration and the Contested Politics of Justice (Routledge, 2021), 10.
142 Tuckett, 106.
141 Tuckett, 100.
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pursuing “orderly” migration. On the other hand, the modes of inclusion and exclusion they

experienced refutes the assumption that these policies produce uniform outcomes. In this vein,

the differential inclusion of IFMs should be interpreted not only as fractures within the UK’s

hostile environment, but also as markers of a deeper epistemic shift in Europe’s approach

towards migration governance. This also necessitates a broader conceptual framework to

examine the EU’s shift from “humanitarian and justice-oriented” to “economic and logistically

driven” methods of migration management.144

Recently, Manuela Bojadžijev proposed logistics as both a descriptive tool and a critical

perspective of this shift. First, she used this to describe how the EU reframed the migration crisis

into a “logistical challenge” that could be resolved through logistification – e.g., the allocation of

migrants to specific economic sectors and labour markets. Hence, what was once a humanitarian

issue is now being approached as a “matter of economics, pragmatics and above all logistics”

that states ought to control and regulate.145 The philosophy behind this new approach is logistical

rationality which, as Bojadžijev explained, aims to place “the right amount of labour, with the

right qualities (e.g., qualifications), at the right time and in the right place.”146 In doing so, the

EU pretends to move away from the “historical, subjective and humanitarian dimension” of

migration management in favour of a uniform, technocratic approach.147

Contrary to this assumption, Bojadžijev argued that the EU’s logistical approach did not

necessarily make migration more orderly. Rather, it created a multitude of paths into Europe’s

labour market which further fragmented the migrant working population. Building on Mezzadra

& Neilson’s concept of differential inclusion, she proposed differential migration to describe

these “graduated, temporal, partial and variable ways of mobility.”148 According to this

framework, certain modes of mobility would be prioritised while some would be criminalised,

depending on government regulations and economic demands. By proposing this concept,

Bojadžijev also problematizes logistics being the driving force of EU’s migration management

instead of justice. In a world primarily driven by logistics, justice does not emerge as a

148 Bojadžijev, 171.
147 Bojadžijev, 169.
146 Bojadžijev, 169.
145 Manuela Bojadžijev, “The Spirit of Europe,” 169.

144 Manuela Bojadžijev, “The Spirit of Europe: Differential Migration, Labour and Logistification,” in
Migration and the Contested Politics of Justice (2021), 164.
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“normative concept” as it used to, but as an “epistemic tool of the highly contested and relational

nature of what constitutes people’s lives”149 To this, she posed the following questions:

When we attend only to logistics – political, economic, historical – do we forget the

question of justice? Or, how will we rearticulate the matters of justice in a logistified

world marked by differentiated migration?150

Drawing from the findings in this thesis, I propose three ways in which matters of justice

could be articulated during the COVID-19 pandemic. First, one ought to consider migrants’

evolving perceptions of their own labour vis-à-vis Europe’s logistical approach towards

migration. As discussed in Section 5.3.3, some IFMs who worked as carers or cleaners believe

their claims to regularisation should be approved since their jobs constitute essential work. Some

also found it unfair that they were not seen as “qualified” carers despite having similar

qualifications as regularised workers in the care industry. On the one hand, this could be

interpreted as the individual's internalisation of logistical rationality. For instance, IFMs

themselves may deduce that they deserve to be regularised primarily because they have the

“right” qualifications to meet the UK’s labour demands. In this case, one could argue that IFMs

may have internalised the same norms and principles reducing migrants to the logistical worth of

their labour. I argue that this illustrates how interwoven migration is with logistics that the latter

could no longer be disentangled even in migrants’ perceptions of their own labour. This entails a

deeper evaluation of the belief that regularisation is something that irregular migrants need to

earn in the first place. Moreover, future studies are needed to investigate how different types of

migrants perceive what it means to “earn” regularisation.

On the other hand, this notion of “earning” regularisation on the basis of one’s labour

could be articulated as a matter of justice emerging from differential migration. As discussed

earlier, IFMs who were informally employed as carers or cleaners constituted the same kind of

essential work as regularised workers in the care and cleaning industries. Despite this, IFMs were

excluded from public services necessary for basic survival during the pandemic (See Chapter 2

and Section 5.3). The lens of positionality could be useful in framing this as a matter of justice.

150 Bojadžijev, 178.
149 Bojadžijev, 164.
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For instance, one could argue that it is unjust that irregular migrants employed in “political”

society were isolated and criminalised when they provided essential work during the early stages

of the pandemic just as regularised workers in “civil” society did. To address Bojadžijev’s

second question, injustice in a “logistified world marked by differentiated migration” could be

framed as the unequal treatment of the different fragments of the migrant working population

based on their positionality within the labour economy.151

This also embodies a paradox within the framework of logistics itself. If logistical

rationality is indeed the priority of European migration, it would be erroneous to hinder irregular

migrants from working especially when they supplied the labour demands of essential sectors

during the pandemic. However, as the case of IFMs exemplifies, irregular migrants in these

sectors were still excluded from welfare benefits despite filling the demands for essential

workers. In this case, the harsh circumstances imposed on irregular migrants were not only

unjust in the moral sense, but also counterintuitive in a society that claims to be driven by

logistics. Linking this to Bojadžijev’s framework, justice could be used as an epistemic tool to

delineate the self-contradictory aspects of logistical rationality when put into practice.

Lastly, transnational perspectives are necessary to re-articulate justice in a logistified and

interconnected world. This requires one to challenge the myth of orderly migration as well as the

Othering narrative it perpetuates. I argue that the idea of “orderly” migration into and within

Europe is predicated on the assumption that disorderliness starts and ends outside of its external

borders. This also perpetuates the myth that Europe has nothing to do with the exploitation and

corruption in the recruitment processes that lead to irregular migration. Under this premise,

individual migrants and recruitment agencies in non-European origin countries are made

culpable for creating alternative mobilities enabling “disorderly” migration. In this context,

justice becomes a function of adherence to the European migration policies designed to

perpetuate the idea of orderliness.

In contrast, labour exploitation often begins with companies or hiring agencies in

destination countries who cut down on recruitment costs to keep their services

price-competitive.152 As such, third-country nationals have to shoulder these costs themselves

152 Ray Jureidini, “Transnational Culture of Corruption in Migrant Labour Recruitment,” in International
Organization for Migration, vol. Ideas to Inform International Cooperation on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration
(Geneva: IOM, 2017), 1–10, https://publications.iom.int/books/transnational-culture-corruption-migrant-labour-
recruitment.

151 Bojadžijev, 178.

https://publications.iom.int/books/transnational-culture-corruption-migrant-labour-recruitment
https://publications.iom.int/books/transnational-culture-corruption-migrant-labour-recruitment
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when hiring private recruitment agencies in their origin country to match them with potential

employers in Europe. On top of the recruitment costs European employers are unwilling to pay,

recruitment agencies may also collect excessive fees from migrants for their own profit. The

corruption and exploitation in these infrastructures of brokerage have earned recruitment

agencies in developing countries a reputation for being unscrupulous. As discussed earlier, the

excessive placement fees charged by these agencies put most IFMs discussed in this thesis under

immense financial pressure that irregularity became the optimal choice for survival. Some even

specifically blamed recruitment agencies in the Philippines for putting them in such situations

(See Section 5.5.2). As Ray Jureidini put it, these experiences illustrate the collective effects of

hiring entities’ cost-cutting practices in destination countries and the profiteering inclinations of

private agencies in origin countries. When exploitation is this systemic, justice becomes more of

a critical lens to understand how states regulate labour brokerage based on what they believe is

“decent and fair” migration. In the European context, justice could be used to critique the myth

of orderliness and the tendency to scapegoat irregular migrants – and “unscrupulous” recruitment

agencies in developing countries – for disrupting “orderly” migration.

From the perspective of labour-exporting countries like the Philippines, justice and

logistics could also be used as critical lenses of the state’s two-fold role in regulating and

enabling the foreign recruitment of its citizens. First, one ought to examine how the regulations

implemented by the sending country reflect the state’s perceptions of “unjust” versus “just”

migration. For example, the Philippines became the first country to legislate a guaranteed

minimum wage and a transparency requirement for private recruitment agencies to address the

injustices faced by migrant domestic workers. These laws are targeted not only at recruitment

agencies who overcharge Filipino migrants, but also potential employers in destination countries

whose cost-cutting tactics already burden migrants even before leaving the Philippines.

At the same time, one ought to consider the ways in which governments of

labour-exporting countries manufacture the logistification of their own citizens. For instance, the

Philippine government has been criticised for building a remittance-dependent economy backed

by decades of Filipinos’ mass migration to fill labour-intensive niche markets in the West (e.g.,

nursing, domestic work, private care). This process entails the creation of narratives to compel

individual migrants in embodying roles that would facilitate their logistification. For example,
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the Philippine government’s framing of overseas Filipino workers as “modern-day heroes” was

adapted in the context of the pandemic through the image of the “heroic Filipino frontliner” (See

Section 5.3.3). In many ways, this is analogous to my earlier assessment of IFMs who may have

internalised logistical rationality under mid-pandemic UK. Combining these findings, migrants’

internalisation of logistical norms and narratives in both origin and destination countries is one

potential way to use the framework of logistics as a critical lens of these transnational processes.

Similarly, justice in these settings should be framed not only by the criminalisation of irregular

migrants in destination countries, but also the ways origin countries like the Philippines

simultaneously regulate and enable the recruitment processes that tend to exploit migrants. In

this sense, logistics is an epistemic tool for understanding differential migration as both a product

of logistification and a response to its own limitations when applied in a global context.



84

Chapter 6: Conclusion

Recalling the discussion in Chapter 2, the agency-centred approaches that prevailed in

citizenship and migration studies tend to overlook the informal structures faced by migrants in

hostile environments like the UK. Throughout this thesis, I argued that structure in such contexts

encompasses not only the “formal” policies of British immigration, but also the “informal” rules

of actors who make arrangements with irregular migrants. In the previous chapter, I used the lens

of positionality to examine how IFMs negotiated these arrangements during the pandemic.

The themes that emerged from the analysis underscored the sociological tensions between

structure and agency outlined in Chapter 3. Among these themes, the most recurring one is that

IFMs’ agency were expanded or delimited by their positionality vis-à-vis various social actors

(e.g., employers, landlords, co-tenants, “benevolent” individuals, immigration middlemen). The

limited capacities of IFMs to negotiate with these actors attests to the prevalence of institutional

structures restricting migrant agency (See Section 3.1). As Hein de Haas cautioned, one ought to

consider the limitations of individual migrants in overcoming deeply embedded structures when

assessing the strategies they employ for survival.153 Similarly, I argue that these structures could

be framed at the micro-level as rules that hinder migrants’ agency in different spheres of

everyday life. To this, I propose using Mezzadra & Neilson’s concepts of “civil” and “political”

society as analytical tools of migrants’ positionalities within these socio-political contexts. The

distinctions and grey areas between civil and political society helped characterise the different

rules that IFMs have to navigate.

Beyond positionality, the differential modes of exclusion and inclusion experienced by

IFMs should be contextualised within the recent epistemic shifts in European migration.

Manuela Bojadžijev’s proposed frameworks of logistical rationality and differential migration – a

co-optation of the concept of differential inclusion – could potentially situate migrants’

micro-level experiences with these broader developments. As I outlined in the previous chapter,

this necessitates further analyses of the transnational linkages and logistical processes shaping

(ir)regular migration into the EU (See Section 5.6). Particularly, new research is needed to

examine not only the migration policies of third countries and the EU member states, but also the

153 Hein de Haas, “Migration and Development: A Theoretical Perspective,” International Migration
Review 44, no. 1 (2010): 227–64, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20681751.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20681751
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panoply of agencies, brokers, and other actors facilitating these graduated modes of mobility. In

this vein, one ought to examine the combined effects of the EU’s logistical approach towards

migration with the practices of sending countries like the Philippines in regulating and

facilitating the mobility of third-country nationals.
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Appendix A

Structure of Kanlungan interviews

Theme Interview Questions (with some variation)

Motivations for staying
in the UK

- Why is it important that you stay in the UK now?
- Where do you get your information about UK Immigration?

Day-to-day life as a
migrant without papers
before the lockdown

- How was your living situation before the lockdown?
- Do your employers know you are undocumented?
- How many hours did you work? How much were you paid for it?
- Do you go out to socialise and connect with others? If not, did
your undocumented status prevent you from doing so?
- How was your mental health before the lockdown?
- In the time you spent here as a migrant, were there any changes in
the way the UK treats migrants?

Day-to-day life as a
migrant without papers
during the lockdown

- How did the coronavirus impact your day-to-day life as a migrant
without papers?
- How is your living situation now?
- Are you able to practise proper isolation or social distancing?
- Did you and your cohabitants exhibit symptoms of COVID?
- How are you able to afford your rent?
- Did you ask your landlord to lower your rent?
- How many hours do you work and how much are you paid for it?
- Did you have to stop working during the lockdown? If yes, did you
get any support from your employers?
- Do you feel at risk of contracting the virus when working? How do
you protect yourself?
- Were you able to remit money to your family in the Philippines?
- When the lockdown ends, do you think you’ll go back to work?
- Are there other things or services you normally purchased before
the pandemic that you are no longer able to?

Knowledge of
healthcare rights as an
undocumented migrant
in the UK

- How did the pandemic affect your mental health?
- Where do you get your information on healthcare in the UK?
- Do you have a general practitioner?
- When was the last time you went to a general practitioner or a
hospital? How was your experience?
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- Did you know that if you have COVID symptoms, you can get
tested for free at a hospital without having to disclose your
immigration status?

Ideal future and
possibility of
regularisation

- What does the ideal future look like? What do you want to happen
with your situation in the UK?
- Did the coronavirus change the way you think about your future?
- What would be different if you had papers?
- What is your message to the UK government, policymakers, and
anybody else who might read the report?


