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I. Introduction

The airport is neither a “non-place” 2 nor a “space of flows”, 3 
but rather a social space under surveillance. Terrorism, irregular 
migration, trafficking, smuggling are new threats to be fought. 
Considering the airports as spaces where “friends and foes” 
need to be separated, 4 they also represent the policing power of 
the sovereign state. The airport has a function of screening and 
filtering against the threats to the country or the supranational 
entity like the Schengen area in Europe. The police at the airport 
has to check the real intentions of the travellers and ensure the 
security of the country. To do this, border guards dispose of 

1	 A previous version of this chapter was published as A. Crosby and A. Rea, 
“La fabrique des indésirables. Pratiques de contrôle aux frontières dans un 
aéroport européen”, Cultures & Conflits, 103-104, 2016, p. 63-90.

2	 M. Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, 
London, Verso, 1995.

3	 M. Castells, The Rise of the Network Society – Volume 1: The Information 
Age: Economy, Society and Culture, Oxford, Blackwell, 1996.

4	 D. Lyon, “Filtering Flows, Friends, and Foes: Global Surveillance”, in 
M.B. Salter (ed.), Politics at the Airport, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 2008, p. 29-49.
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several verification instruments. With the passport, which is the 
most ancient instrument, the state appropriated itself the “legiti-
mate means of movement” 5 in part through the control of iden-
tity documents. According to Salter 6 the passport also indicates 
the country of origin where the traveller may be deported to. 
If passports provide the means to govern a population’s move-
ment, the visa pursues the same goal. In Europe, the mobility of 
third-country nationals (TCNs) is mainly governed by the issuing 
of short and long stay visas 7 at delocalized borders such as the 
Consulate, pursuing the goal of remote control. 8 Nevertheless, 
control is repeated at the entry point of destination, especially 
at the airport. Schengen visas (short stay) are the main instru-
ment for the sorting of passengers in Europe. A first selection is 
effected by the distinction between travellers subjected to visa 
requirements and those who are not. This constitutes a method of 
risk management of border control. 9 The definition of countries 
subjected to the obligation of obtaining a Schengen C visa as a 
condition to enter the territory, is a way of creating countries at 

5	 J. Torpey, The Invention of the Passport: Surveillance, Citizenship and the 
State, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000.

6	 M.B. Salter, Rights of Passage: The Passport in International Relations, 
London, Lynne Rienner, 2003.

7	 F. Infantino and A. Rea, “La mobilisation d’un savoir pratique local: Attri-
bution des visas Schengen au Consulat général de Belgique à Casablanca”, 
Sociologies pratiques, 24, 2012, p. 67-78.

8	 V. Guiraudon, “Before the EU Border: Remote Control of the ‘Huddled 
Masses’”, in K. Groenendijk, E. Guild and P. Minderhoud (eds.), In Search 
of Europe’s Borders, London, Kluwer Law International, 2002, p. 191‑214; 
A. Zolberg, “The Archaeology of ‘Remote Control’”, in A. Fahrmeir, O. Faron 
and P. Weil (eds.), Migration Control in the North Atlantic World, New York, 
Berghahn Books, 2003, p. 195-222.

9	 D. Bigo and E. Guild, Controlling Frontiers: Free Movement Into and Within 
Europe, London, Ashgate, 2005.
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risk of which the whole population is considered to constitute a 
risk: 10 groups at risk are targeted, not individuals. 11

The central activities at the border, in particular at the airport, 
are sorting, categorizing and profiling. 12 With the increasing num-
bers of travellers at the airport not all of them can be controlled 
rigorously and are therefore sorted into categories that do or 
do not require additional action. 13 The improvement of sorting 
depends on the use of efficient tools of surveillance. Most forms 
of surveillance sorting occur at hand of biometric technologies 
(fingerprints, retina patterns, etc.), 14 which are used for screening 
all travellers but profiling a minority considered as a threat to 
security. Following Lyon, we can consider the airport as a “data 
filter” that is “structured and dominated by flows of capital and 
information”. 15 Lyon 16 uses the airport to demonstrate a double 
analysis of mobile individuals and their “data double” which are 
the virtual identities located in networked databases. 17 At the 
airport the body is condensed in databases moving separately 
from the physical one through electronic channels. This process 
initiates the so-called smart border. Identification proceeds by 
recurring systematically to the ‘data double.’

10	 F. Infantino, “Bordering at the Window: Schengen Visas Policies and Allocation 
Practices at the Italian Embassy and Consulate in Morocco”, in D. Didier, 
S. Carrera and E. Guild (eds.), Foreigners, Refugees or Minorities? Rethinking 
People in the Context of Border Controls and Visas, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2013, 
p. 227-240.

11	 D. Bigo, “Security and Immigration: Toward a Critique of the Governmen-
tality of Unease”, Alternatives: Global, Local, Political, 27/1suppl, 2002, 
p. 63-92; A. Rea, “Laisser circuler, laisser enfermer: les orientations para-
doxales d’une politique migratoire débridée en Europe”, in C. Kobelinsky 
and Ch. Makaremi (eds.), Enfermés dehors: enquêtes sur le confinement des 
étrangers, Bellecombe-en-Bauges, Éditions du Croquant, 2009, p. 265-280.

12	 D. Lyon, Surveillance as Social Sorting: Privacy, Risk and Digital Discrimi-
nation, London, Routledge, 2003.

13	 J. Heyman, “Trust, Privilege, and Discretion in the Governance of the US 
Borderlands with Mexico”, Canadian Journal of Law and Society/Revue 
Canadienne Droit et Société, 24/3, 2009, p. 367-390.

14	 P. Adey, “Secured and Sorted Mobilities: Examples From the Airport”, Sur-
veillance and Society, 1/4, 2004, p. 500-19.

15	 D. Lyon, “Airports as Data Filters: Converging Surveillance Systems After 
September 11th”, Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 1/1, 
2003, p. 13-20.

16	 D. Lyon, “Filtering Flows, Friends, and Foes: Global Surveillance”, op. cit.
17	 K.D. Haggerty and R.V. Ericson, “The Surveillant Assemblage”, British Journal 

of Sociology, 51/4, 2000, p. 605-622.
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Against this background, which seems to indicate that clas-
sic, face-to-face border control practices have become a vintage 
anachronism, how do we explain the persistence of border police 
at the airport? In this chapter we argue that, ultimately, border 
control rests above all on the professional practices of border 
police, which are at the same time performative in producing 
irregular mobilities to justify their work but have to be discrete 
so as to deflect public criticism. As such, we follow the research 
agenda that consists of understanding borders as a series of 
practices 18 in which particular attention is paid to the actors, 
their practices, views, and organization. It argues that borders 
are performed by bordering practices 19 and that their analysis 
necessitates a detailed examination of the daily practices and 
routines of the actors in charge of their securitization. Based on 
fieldwork carried out at the airport of Charles-de-Gaulle (Paris), 
this article analyses border control practices by combining two 
complementary theoretical traditions, but which have rarely been 
used together. The practices and the actors in charge of border 
control are analysed according to the street-level bureaucracy 20 
literature. In this literature the greatest emphasis lies on both the 
discretionary power of these actors and on the organization of 
their work(load). To this approach we add a more interaction-
ist one, rarely used in the border control literature, and which 
emphasizes the importance of the meaning of interactions and 
practices, 21 and of the consequences they have on the construc-
tion of identities.

In order to understand the processes of border control where 
travellers are sorted in different categories, each of which has 
to fulfil different duties and enjoys different rights, we must not 
consider the border as a shell containing a territory. Instead, we 
argue that the border is constituted of a lineal series of points, 

18	 N. Parker and N. Vaughan-Williams, “Lines in the Sand? Towards an Agenda 
for Critical Border Studies”, Geopolitics, 14/3, 2009, p. 582-587.

19	 D. Jagetić Andersen, M. Klatt and M. Sandberg (eds.), The Border Multiple. 
The Practicing of Borders Between Public Policy and Everyday Life in a 
Re-scaling Europe, London, Routledge, 2012.

20	 M. Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy. Dilemmas of the Individual in Public 
Services, New York, Russel Sage Foundation, 1980.

21	 H. Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism. Perspective and Method, Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 1969.
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which we call network-border. 22 This network-border includes 
points of space-time (airport, seaports, external border, streets, 
squares, etc.) where human (border guards, police officers, street-
level bureaucrats at the consulate or at the immigration admin-
istration, travellers, etc.) and non-human (laws, procedures, 
databases, etc.) interact with the aim of producing practices 
of control that enact state sovereignty. According to different 
(sometimes concurring, sometimes competing) views of legiti-
mate movement, different types of mobility and passengers are 
produced: now the free movement of world citizens, now the 
immobilization of ‘irregular immigrants.’

In fact, following Bigo et al., 23 on the one hand the net-
work-border accelerates the mobility of travellers who possess the 
legitimate means of movement, and are thus considered ‘desirable 
travellers’; on the other, it filters and/or blocks people who try to 
circumvent mobility and immigration laws, i.e. those who do not 
possess the legitimate means of movement – and who therefore 
are considered ‘undesirable travellers.’ Thus, for travellers, the 
airport becomes a place either of acceleration of their mobility 
thanks to, for example, fast track systems, or a place of filtering 
or hold-up, which result from the border control practices. Since 
the actors in charge of border control “must act establishing the 
‘migratory risk’ of each individual wanting to cross the border”, 24 
the border practices aim primarily at facilitating the mobility of 
desirable travellers, while spending considerable efforts at filtering 
undesirable travellers in view of stopping them.

We conducted ethnographic fieldwork in two different 
European airports. To access the airports, the institution that 
commissioned the project petitioned the ministers of the interior 
of the studied countries. The part described in this paper took 
place in March 2012 at Charles de Gaulle, which is the second 

22	 A. Rea, “The Network-Border. The Articulation of Mobility and Immobiliza-
tion”, in L.-A. Bernes, H. Bousetta and C. Zickgraf (eds.), Migration, Mobility 
and Borders in the Western Mediterranean, London, Routledge, 2017, p. 32-51.

23	 D. Bigo, J. Jeandesboz, Fr. Ragazzi And Ph. Bonditti, “Borders and Security: 
The Different Logics of Surveillance in Europe”, in S. Bonjour, A. Rea and 
D. Jacobs (eds.), The Others in Europe, Bruxelles, Éditions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles, 2011, p. 77-86.

24	 A. Rea, “The Network-Border”, op. cit., p. 42.
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biggest European airport in terms of passengers. In 2012, nearly 
61 million passengers travelled to, from, or through Charles de 
Gaulle for a total of more than half a million aircraft move-
ments. 25 Furthermore, Charles de Gaulle is the biggest entry 
point of Schengen Visas.

With the help of a team composed of five PhD students we 
conducted non-participant observations at the first- and sec-
ond-line checks of terminals 1, 2E and 2F, the three biggest in 
terms of intercontinental arrivals, between 5am and 5pm. The 
busiest hours in terms of arrivals, however, were between 5 and 
8 in the morning, when many long-distance flights from North 
America, Africa, and Asia landed. As part of the commissioned 
work, we also conducted five semi-structured interviews, 26 and 
45 structured questionnaires with border guards on how they 
perform their checks. We also conducted 25 semi-structured 
interviews and 64 structured questionnaires with third-country 
nationals (TCN)s on how they perceived the checks they were 
submitted to. Many of the observed participants were also inter-
viewed (both border guards and TCNs).

During the fieldwork we were able to observe gate checks 
and visit the detention centre for non-admitted passengers situ-
ated near the airport, interview the anti-smuggling team and the 
asylum authorities. The core of the research was the treatment 
of TCNs during entry checks. Hence, our chapter will not treat 
questions relating to detention, asylum, human trafficking, or 
documentary fraud. It instead focuses on the main concern of 
border control, that is, assessing whether TCNs are using the 
legal conditions for entry and short stay to become ‘overstayers,’ 
which constitute the core of European irregular migration.

II. General Contextualization of the Surveillance 
Practices

The border guards placed at the airport terminals carry out 
what are called the first-line and second-line checks. First-line 

25	 A. Rea, “The Network-Border”, op. cit., p. 42.
26	 This material has been contractually excluded from all public reproduction 

and is not used in this paper.
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checks are carried out in booths and consist of a superficial 
check of whether the travellers fulfilled all the required con-
ditions for entry or transit. In other words, the police officers 
in the booths only carry out the checks and take no decisions 
other than whether or not a second-line check is needed. If so, 
the same border guard takes the traveller to the police offices 
near the booths for a more in-depth examination of entry or 
transit conditions. This more thorough examination is called 
the second-line check. Once the border guard has finished his or 
her check, it is up to a higher-ranking border-guard, Officier de 
quart (ODQ) or the ‘Terminal Officer,’ to take the decision on 
whether the traveller may enter the territory or continue tran-
siting, or whether s/he does not fulfil the requirements to do so. 
During this check the ODQ can ask the Officier du jour (ODJ) or 
‘Day Officer,’ one of the chiefs of the border guards, for advice. 
Travellers who are not admitted on the territory are transferred 
from the airport to the ZAPI (Zone d’Attente pour Personnes 
en Instance - ‘Holding Areas for Persons with Pending Cases’), 
which is located outside the airport terminals. There, the final 
decision is taken by the GASAI (Groupe d’analyse et de suivi des 
affaires d’immigration - ‘Group of Analysis and Management of 
Immigration Matters’). The GASAI reviews the decisions taken by 
the ODQ on the basis of the elements that were provided during 
the second-line check, but may also consider new elements that 
are provided by the non-admitted passenger. Thus, the GASAI 
can annul the decisions.

Following the Schengen Border Code, the practices of surveil-
lance are different according to the nationality of the travellers. 
As stipulated by the Schengen Border Code, in fact, contrary to 
TCNs, European citizens are to be subjected to a superficial check 
only. Hence, at the first-line check hall the booths are sorted 
according to the traveller’s nationality: EU/EEA passports and ‘all 
passports.’ Furthermore, European citizens can choose between 
presenting themselves at the booth where a border guard will 
check their passport, or they can pass through an automatic por-
tal called ‘Parafe.’ The latter is an electronic system to accelerate 
border crossing. Travellers must thereby scan their passports on 
the Quo Vadis reader allowing them to enter an airlock where 
their fingerprints are scanned in order to exit the airlock and 
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enter the territory. In order to use this system, passengers must 
register with the PAF prior to travel. The border guard no longer 
intervenes, making the system self-policing. The travellers who 
make use of this system have accepted to be subjected to tech-
nologies of surveillance and to security checks before boarding, 
since a regime of exception is in force at the airport. 27 This 
self-subjection to surveillance practices, renouncing all privacy, 
works according to the adage ‘he who has nothing to hide, has 
nothing to fear.’ This self-subjection functions as an automatic 
government. 28

The procedures are different for TCNs. First-line checks 
involve examining the entry conditions as laid out in art. 5 of the 
Schengen Borders Code. This means scanning the passport with 
the Quo Vadis system, checking for potential ‘hits’ in the various 
databases (Schengen Information System, 29 VIS, 30 CHEOPS 31), 
checking visa requirements (if any), and finally asking the trav-
ellers about his or her travel purpose and means of subsistence. 
If the border guard is satisfied by the check, the traveller will 
gain access to the territory or to the transit zone of the Schengen 
area. However, if the border guard has some doubts or suspicions 
after the check, s/he will ask the traveller to follow him/her to 
second-line for a further check. This happens especially when 
supporting documents of the visa are missing or when a doubt 
rises as to the travel purposes. Travellers who need to undergo 
further checks are brought to the police office right next to the 
first-line check (see Figure 1).

To better understand the practices of control described below, 
we must first situate the work of the PAF within the broader divi-
sion of labour at the airport, starting with the working conditions 

27	 G. Fuller and R. Harley, Aviopolis: A Book About Airports, London, Black 
Dog Publishing, 2005.

28	 R.K. Weaver, Automatic Government: The Politics of Indexation, Washington 
DC, Brookings Institution Press, 1988.

29	 Database with information on persons who may have been involved in a serious 
crime or may not have the right to enter or stay in the EU. It also contains 
alerts on missing persons, in particular children.

30	 Database gathering data and decisions relating to applications for Schengen 
Visa.

31	 System of the national police that lists persons prosecuted for various offenses 
(terrorism, theft, forgery, etc.).
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of the border guards. The physical location of the PAF’s offices 
as well as the state they are in, reveal the contradictions and ten-
sions between the idea of sovereign control of the territory and 
the economic incentives to mobility, which the network-border 
must regulate. In fact, the room allocated to the PAF for sec-
ond-line checks, in which approximately fifteen border guards are 
working continually, is quite exiguous and precarious, especially 
compared to the commercial areas of the airport. Furthermore, 
during our fieldwork, the temperature was quite high and the air 
conditioning was not working properly, so that the atmosphere 
in the rooms was very heavy. The wall separating the hall of the 
first-line check from the second-line is made of windows, which 
are obscured by blinds that are always pulled down. Hence, the 
rooms to the right of the plan (figure 1) are always artificially 
lit. The only room with a window is the rest area, which also 
has a soft drink and a coffee vending machine. The rooms, the 
furniture, and the desks are old and dilapidated. The chairs are 
not comfortable. The walls are covered in paper sheets on which 
laws, regulations, and procedures are printed – in particular the 
financial conditions to which travellers are subjected according 
to their destination in Europe. There are very few computers, 
four in total, which are used for research, writing admission 
or non-admission reports. This leads to a permanent queue of 
border guards needing to use the computer, entailing a great 
loss of time in the execution of the tasks. In the ODQ’s room 
there is a computer with access to the Visa Information System 
(VIS) which did not work for two days. Another computer gives 
access to the CHEOPS system of the national police (système 
de circulation hiérarchisée des enregistrements opérationnels 
de la police sécurisés - ‘system of hierarchized circulation of 
operational securitized police recordings’), which lists persons 
prosecuted for various offenses (terrorism, theft, forgery, etc.). 
The decay of the offices is even more striking in the detention 
room, which is not clean and systematically overcrowded. Finally, 
the symbol of the extremely precarious working conditions of the 
border guards is the sole toilet for both men and women, which 
can only be accessed by asking a police officer on the second 
floor for the key. The border guards themselves often emphasize 
the precariousness of their working conditions. It is even more 
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striking as it constitutes a sort of dirty backstage compared to 
the main stage of the circulation of travellers where luxurious 
shops occupy a large space.

The great contrasts between this backstage and the luxurious 
shopping zones of the airport, as well as between the notion 
of sovereignty, embodied by the work of the PAF, and the rel-
egated position and spaces it occupies at the airport, induce us 
to consider border control in terms of what Everett Hughes 
called “dirty work”. 32 ‘Dirty work’ typically deals with socially 
excluded groups such as prison convicts or, in our case, ‘irreg-
ular immigrants.’ Since the nature of the work involves close 
contact with these groups and unpleasant tasks that invade the 
intimacy of individuals (such as searching personal belongings 
and frisking), it is generally considered to be a reprehensible job, 
hence ‘dirty.’ Nonetheless, Hughes argues, these jobs are widely 
considered necessary and as such are left to people in search of 
social recognition to perform them. The frustrations expressed by 
the border guards with regards to their working conditions and/or 
the legal framework, which according to them makes it too easy 
to enter the territory, reveal their quest for social recognition.

III. Everyday Surveillance Practices 
at the Second-Line Check

The second-line checks are performed in the offices pictured 
in figure 1. Whenever a passenger is brought to second-line s/he 
is brought to the waiting room (1). S/he then is interrogated by 
the ODQ (2) who verifies the travel documents (passport, visa, 
entry conditions to obtain the Schengen visa granting him/her 
entry to the territory or the transit area). Travellers in transit 
who enter the Schengen area are subject to the same controls, 
even though they will be controlled at their final destination if 
it lies outside the Schengen area. In theory, the interrogation on 
the travel purposes is carried out by the ODQ. In practice, it is 
always started by the border guards of the first-line check. If the 
traveller does not speak French, the ODQ will call an interpreter, 

32	 E.C. Hughes, “Good People and Dirty Work”, Social Problems, 10/1, 1962, 
p. 3-11.
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though one is not always available, such that often the proce-
dures is carried out without. He asks his assistants to verify the 
entry conditions (3). The latter consult the CHEOPS, VIS, and, if 
they are asylum-seekers, EURODAC, 33 and make the necessary 
phone calls to verify the travel documents. During the checks 
the traveller waits on the bench of the waiting room (4), thus 
adding to the already densely populated office space. When the 
checks are over, the ODQ and his assistants consult each other. 
If the findings are conclusive, the ODQ will authorize entry on 
the territory and the assistants will write the report, which has 
to be signed by the traveller. If the findings are inconclusive, the 
ODQ will interrogate the traveller anew (5). At the end of this 
hearing, the traveller is either let through or not. In this case a 
non-admission report is made, which has to be signed by the trav-
eller. An interpreter is called so that the traveller may understand 
the contents of the non-admission document s/he has to sign. 
Afterwards, s/he is brought to the search room (6). All valuable 
objects are taken away (wallet, money, jewels, telephone, etc.) 
and they are placed in the locker room (7) while the traveller is 
locked up in the detention room (8) until s/he is transferred to the 
ZAPI. In France, non-admitted passengers have the right to a free 
day during which they cannot be expelled. 34 Their detention is 
reviewed by a judge after four days and can only be prolonged by 
the latter up to 20 days, after which the non-admitted passengers 
must be freed, 35 to great frustration of some border guards for 
whom release means their hard work was in vain. Sometimes 
non-admitted passengers spend several hours in the detention 
room before they are transferred to the ZAPI. The detention cell 

33	 European database of digital fingerprints which identifies asylum seekers and 
people who have crossed the border illegally.

34	 This right to a free day has been the object of much controversy as the PAF 
does not always grant this free day. Hence the CGLPL noted how very often 
on the non-admission form the box stating that the passenger did not want to 
benefit of the free day was already checked by the ODQ. Controleur général 
des lieux de privation de liberté, Rapport de visite zone d’attente de Roissy-
Charles-de-Gaulle 27-28 janvier 2009, Paris, 2009. Available at http://www.
cglpl.fr/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/ZA-Roissy-rapport-de-visite-3-07-09.
pdf (last visited on 27 November 2013).

35	 Articles L 221-4 and L 222-2 of the Code de l’entrée et du séjour des étrangers 
et du droit d’asile (CESEDA), the French Immigration Act. This was the case in 
2012. Recently legislative changes have introduced longer detention periods.
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is populated by non-admitted passengers who just underwent 
a second-line check and those from the ZAPI who the PAF will 
try to expel during the day.

Figure 1: Map of the second-line check rooms, created by the authors 
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IV. Examples of Referrals to Second-Line

Prior to the analysis of control practices, we will present 
some emblematic situations that illustrate the principal grounds 
of control, and which repeat themselves in the different termi-
nals. The majority of controls regard compliance with the entry 
conditions of travellers in possession of a Schengen visa, which 
allows its bearer to travel freely within the 26 countries of the 
Schengen area for a maximum duration of 90 days. The visa is 
issued by the Consulate in the country of origin of the traveller 
for the purposes of tourism, business, or family visits. To obtain 
a Schengen visa, TCNs must comply with five conditions at the 
Consulate. They must be in possession of a return ticket, an assis-
tance or repatriation insurance, sufficient means of subsistence 
for their journey (€65 a day for France), have a hotel reservation, 
a hiring contract or, in the case of France, a certificate of accom-
modation on behalf of the person receiving them, which has to 
be signed by the municipality, and a justification of the journey 
(an invitation letter in the case of business travel or conference). 
The traveller must also have his/her fingerprints taken, which 
will be stored in the VIS and will be consultable for any person 
involved in border control. The Schengen Borders Code requires 
the traveller to be in possession of these supporting documents 
at the Schengen entry points.

At about 5.30 in the morning a group of ten Iraqi arrives at 
the second-line check. They come from Iraq and are heading to 
Brussels for a conference on the situation in their country. None 
of them speaks French. They are accompanied by an organiser 
who speaks English. Though they are travelling to Brussels, these 
people are being checked at Charles de Gaulle, their first entry 
in the Schengen area. The border guard has doubts about their 
travel purposes. They are all in possession of a Schengen visa and 
the supporting documents. They have an invitation letter for the 
conference. However, the letter is written in Arabic and none of 
the border guards can read it. The ODQ asks one of his assistants 
to check the accommodation by phoning the hotel where they 
will be staying and one of the organizers of the conference to 
check the travel purpose. They call an interpreter, but it is too 
early to find one. Three hours later, one of the assistants manages 
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to reach one of the organisers of the conference in Brussels who 
confirms that the checked persons are invited. Following this call 
the persons are admitted to the territory.

An Angolan woman in transit to Lisbon where her sister lives, 
whom she is going to visit for 15 days, is brought to second-line 
because she does not have the necessary amount of money in 
cash (€ 975) to enter the Schengen area. Nonetheless, she has a 
credit card, which is allowed by the Schengen Borders Code but 
not by the PAF. The assistant of the ODQ phones her sister in 
Lisbon to check the travel purpose of the traveller. Although the 
sister is willing to send some money and the traveller says she 
can withdraw some with her visa credit card, the ODQ denies 
her the access to the territory and sends her to the ZAPI.

A man from Mali is brought to second-line because there are 
doubts as to his travel purposes. He is a businessman in Mali and 
is in possession of a Schengen visa for 9 days. He explains that 
it is the first time he is coming to France to develop commercial 
relations. He paid three nights at the hotel. The assistants of the 
ODQ check the hotel reservation and the payment of the three 
nights. He has € 595 in cash. Nonetheless, the ODQ denies him 
the entry to the territory because in his opinion the man should 
have paid the hotel for the whole stay. The traveller says that 
that was not necessary according to the French Consulate who 
issued the visa and that he might wish to find another hotel in 
case the one he booked does not satisfy him. During the second 
hearing with this traveller, the ODQ openly questions the purpose 
of his travel (see below).

The analysis of the data suggests that the first-line check 
functions according to random checks on a specifically selected 
public. In fact, due to the flows of passengers it is impossible at 
first-line to control each person belonging to what is defined as 
a group at risk (country of origin, nationality, specific migratory 
profiles, airlines, etc.). The choice to interrogate more thoroughly 
the one or the other passenger rests on previous work of the 
PAF and on the criteria of migratory risks. For instance, pas-
sengers travelling in group with a tour operator are less subject 
to individual checks because the border guard knows that the 
travel agencies meet all the necessary conditions for the group 
to travel – and as such police the travellers. Passengers who have 
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several entry and exit stamps in their passport are not considered 
to try to immigrate because they have already received different 
visas and have always respected them. However, if a person 
has the required visa, but it is the first time s/he travels, border 
guards will be more inclined to think this person is trying to 
circumvent immigration laws. This inclination is reinforced in 
case the authorities delivered a visa for a very short period (i.e. 
less than three months). Thus, this approach creates huge differ-
ences between TCNs who will be submitted to further checks. 
Hits in databases also raise suspicion, but it happens very rarely 
that someone is held back for this reason, which illustrates the 
merely auxiliary nature of databases and the primacy of the 
border guard’s decision. Finally, the individual and collective 
experiences of interrogations on the travel purposes, lead to an 
inventory of sets of narratives considered to be more credible 
than others. Narratives to which little credibility is granted are 
subject to suspicion and lead to a further examination at the 
second-line check.

There have been 7499 non-admittance in 2010 and 6777 in 
2011 at Charles de Gaulle. In 2010, 40% of persons non-ad-
mitted were returned. 36 That means that at least 60% was ill-
founded or no longer detainable, which in turn raises questions as 
to the legitimacy and purpose of the practices of non-admission. 
During the fieldwork week, 124 TCN were non-admitted, quite 
the same number as the weekly average in 2011 (130). Among the 
64 TCN who answered the questionnaire, 57 were non-admitted, 
of which 13 were asylum-seekers. The other 7 were admitted. 
The majority of the collected data leads us to the hypothesis that 

36	 These numbers were provided to us by the PAF by e-mail on 22 March 2012 
and reflect only the non-admitted passengers who were brought to the ZAPI. 
Several sources indicate that the PAF does not always register non-admissions 
as it tries to send back as soon as possible inadmissible passengers. This means 
that these passengers are not covered by the law as they do not appear to have 
landed in France. See M. Iserte, “La ‘crise tchétchène’ (décembre 2007-février 
2008). Éclairages circonstanciés sur le dispositif de confinement des étrang-
ers dans la zone d’attente de Paris-Charles-de-Gaulle”, in C. Kobelinsky 
and Ch. Makaremi (eds.), op. cit., p. 143-162; CGLPL, op. cit., p. 66. At a 
focus group we organized with stakeholders, both the Anafé and the CGLPL 
expressed their concern about this practice. However, we were not able to 
witness such practices during the fieldwork.
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referral to second-line mainly entails non-admittance; and that 
the second-line check due to its internal procedures, the orga-
nization of work and the use of discretionary power, functions 
as a series of practices that produce inadmissible passengers. To 
demonstrate this hypothesis, we must first analyse the PAF’s uses 
of discretionary power.

V. Discretion and Accountability

Discretion, be it individual or organizational, is the corner-
stone of the process of border control at Charles de Gaulle. Often, 
discretion is simply considered to be the power to interpret a 
general rule and/or to decide whether or not to apply that rule or 
interpretation. It rests on the liberal topoi of free will and individ-
ual autonomy of the public agent. 37 Defined like this, discretion 
amounts to nothing more than what in the border guards’ doxa is 
called ‘discernment,’ ‘judgement,’ or even ‘gut feeling,’ mystifying 
the underlying power relations that transform their decisions in 
‘legitimate’ decisions based on ‘objective’ criteria. Thus, in our 
view, discretionary power is not only about choosing between 
different interpretations of the law, it is about the asymmetric 
power relation between border guard and traveller, granting the 
former the power to impose his or her decision and present it 
as objective and legitimate, while the latter is left without the 
means to appeal that decision.

Based on this definition, we identified two ways in which 
discretionary power is exerted by the PAF: individually and orga-
nizationally. Individual discretionary power founds it objectivity 
in the face-to-face interaction with travellers. At first-line check 
individual discretion takes both the form of decisions to act or not 
to act upon a traveller; while at second-line checks after having 
questioned the TCN’s travel purpose, it amounts to the final 
decision on whether a traveller fits the migratory profile or not. 
The elements used to justify – and thus objectify – this variety 
of decisions are taken from the interaction with the traveller. As 

37	 A.C. Pratt, “Dunking the Doughnut: Discretionary Power, Law and the Admin-
istration of the Canadian Immigration Act”, Social & Legal Studies, 8/2, 1999, 
p. 199-226.
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to organizational discretion, it amounts to the establishment, on 
behalf of the organization itself, of bureaucratic rules and proce-
dures that must be followed by individual officers who mobilize 
them to neutralize any potential confrontation with travellers. 
Hence, the legitimacy – and objectification – of this type of dis-
cretionary power is founded in the rational organization of work.

The following case illustrates this. A TCN having received a 
Schengen visa delivered by Portugal and entering for the first time 
in the EU is being held back because, even though he has a hotel 
reservation, he has not fully paid it yet and he is not in possession 
of enough cash. The TCN is amazed, because, as he explains:

This is the 21st century. With a simple phone call, I can get € 1000 
with my Western Union card. This hotel you talk about, I can pay 
it all. I can pay it all by cash, and carry on with my card. I do not 
think this is a problem!
Interviewer: Did you explain this to the border guard?
I tried to explain, but he told me that that procedure does not 
concern him. He gave me this [notification of non-admission] 
(…) and they will take me I do not know where [= ZAPI] where 
another agency [=GASAI]… you have 24 hours to do so, (…) you 
can explain and find a solution.

This quote illustrates well how the division of labour func-
tions as a tool to avoid confrontation with the traveller, referring 
the latter to the next hierarchical level. Furthermore, during the 
ethnography we noticed how the ODJ rarely and only intervenes 
when the assistants of the ODQ ask him questions, and never 
intervenes in the work of the ODQ. This hierarchical system of 
referrals reaches its paroxysm with the GASAI, the final decision 
taking instance of the PAF, which recognize that they rarely 
reverse the decision taken at the second-line check. So even if a 
case can be solved easily, the person will go through the whole 
administrative procedure, being detained and, each day following 
the free day they will be taken to the airport in an attempt to 
remove them from the territory, 38 and appearing before a judge. 

38	 Anafé, Des avocats aux frontières! Bilan de la ‘permanence d’avocats’ organisée 
dans la zone d’attente de Roissy – 26 septembre au 2 octobre 2011, Paris, 
2011. Available at http://www.anafe.org/spip.php?article107 (last visited on 
20 May 2013); Ch. Makaremi, “Violence et refoulement dans la zone d’attente 
de Roissy”, in C. Kobelinsky and Ch. Makaremi (eds.), op. cit., p. 41-62.
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Thus, the procedure to rectify one’s situation once one has been 
denied entry reveals itself to be very heavy and bureaucratic, 
entailing great loss of time and fostering a great deal of frustration 
and physical exhaustion among the detainees. 39

This raises the issue of accountability. In fact, there is an 
intrinsic relationship between discretion and accountability 
or the conspicuous lack thereof. As Lipsky 40 noted, “manage-
ment control efforts” or bureaucratic rules, “provide a veneer 
of accountability without in fact constraining behavior very 
much.” This veneer of accountability is twofold. In direct inter-
actions it functions as a “defense against discretion” enabling 
individual officers to protect themselves against clients’ pressures 
by denying they possess any discretion. According to Lipsky 
“[a]t times these assertions are best understood as strategies to 
deflect clients’ claims”. 41 In indirect interactions with a broader 
public, the organization can protect itself from criticism as its 
efforts “have symbolic value, providing concerned publics with 
reassurances that employees are accountable even when they are 
not”, which makes it very difficult for individuals “to challenge 
the emperor who officials say is fully clothed, appearances and 
personal experiences to the contrary notwithstanding”. 42

So, though in appearance the division of labour seems to pro-
duce a discourse of deresponsibilization toward the non-admit-
ted, in reality it produces decisions that can only very difficultly 
be contested. As a result, the non-admitted person is de facto 
stripped of his rights to appeal, to protest. S/he is no longer a 
rights-bearing subject. Similarly, in order to limit complaints, the 
PAF uses euphemisms. They call the detention room “waiting 
room” (see figure 1) and the ZAPI the ‘hotel’, because according 
to the law the detention centre must provide detainees with ‘hotel 
services’ (prestations de type hôtelier). 43 It frequently happens 
that passengers really think they are sent to a hotel, especially 
since the ODQ tells them that there they will be able to solve 

39	 Ch. Makaremi, op. cit., p. 57-62.
40	 M. Lipsky, op. cit., p. 164.
41	 Ibid., p. 149.
42	 Ibid., p. 164.
43	 Articles L221-2 and R553-3 of the CESEDA.
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their problem(s) because they will have more time, more access 
to a phone, and will be able to talk with the GASAI.

This helps to explain how come regardless of the ODQ or the 
terminal, at Charles de Gaulle all travellers who do not possess 
the means of subsistence in cash or have not booked and paid all 
the nights at the hotel, whenever the journey is short (less than a 
month), are refused entry to the territory. Though these do not 
constitute elements of non-admittance according to the Schengen 
Borders Code, this regularity demonstrates that behind individual 
discretionary power there is a bureaucratic rule, 44 which is to 
be understood as organizational discretionary power. When a 
traveller being refused entry has other means than cash, like credit 
cards or other means, the border guard will not consider them.

[The border guard] said that there is a certain amount missing, 
this amount being 900 euro. I told him that I had money because I 
sent it through Western Union. I have about 2000 euro and a bit, 
plus the 400 euro I have in my pocket. That is almost 3000 euro 
and a bit but he was not satisfied with it. The Western Union 
paper meant absolutely nothing to him. He only looked at the 
400 euro I had in my pocket.

This problem is not new as already in 2005 the High Court 
of Créteil had found that the detention of a traveller, which was 
based on the lack of means of subsistence, was irregular since 
the latter was in possession of a Western Union receipt that 
allowed him to retrieve 2744 euro with which he could have 
paid his hotel, which the border guard should have taken into 
account. 45 The Contrôleur Général des Lieux de Privation de 
Liberté (CGLPL) 46 expressed the same concern in its 2009 report 
on Charles de Gaulle. 47 The quote of the held-back traveller, 
the CGLPL report, and the case law illustrate how letters of 
credit or credit cards are not taken into consideration and how 

44	 M.P. Baumgartner, “The Myth of Discretion”, in K. Hawkins (ed.), The Uses 
of Discretion, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 129-162.

45	 TGI Créteil, 3 January 2005 (http://www.anafe.org/download/jurisprudence/
Jurisprudence%20Anaf%E9%20-%20zone%20d%27attente%20-%20
31%20ao%FBt%202012.pdf) (last visited on 15 May 2013).

46	 The French equivalent of the committee against torture.
47	 CGLPL, op. cit., p.67.
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passengers are not allowed to withdraw the money to prove 
they have sufficient means of subsistence. Furthermore, if in the 
administrative file of the detainee the border guards do not men-
tion that s/he presented a Western Union receipt or other means, 
even before the judge it will be difficult to prove that the border 
guards disregarded these means. In this case the problem is not 
the discretionary power of the border guard but of the bureau-
cratic code or the PAF’s discretion as an organization an sich.

Several scholars have noted how the irregularization, that 
is, the exclusion of migrants from the territory, serves multiple 
purposes, among which the production of statistics on ‘irregular 
migration’ (numbers of expulsions and non-admissions), which 
in turn serve as a pretext to increase the means of border control 
agencies and/or further restrict migration policies. Peter Andreas, 
for example, argues that it is not so much the actual efficiency 
of the controls that counts, as much as the audience-directed 
message that conveys a “convincing impression” that the bor-
ders are being secured. 48 Similarly, Nicholas De Genova argues 
that the arrest, detention, and expulsion of Mexican immigrants 
constitute the “border spectacle”, which makes the “alien ille-
gality” created by the law tangible, despite concerning a much 
lower number than the immigrants who overstay their visa, but 
which have much less dramatic effect in public opinion. 49 Both 
authors suggest that the irregularization of immigrants is directed 
to the wider public in order to create a more favourable context 
to further militarize the border.

The examples given above seem to confirm this hypothesis. 
However, in the case of airport controls, this means overestimat-
ing the public knowledge of the statistics produced. In fact, not 
only does non-admission occur in the backstage of the airport 
where it is invisible for the wider audience, but above all, as 
illustrated by the statistics, it concerns only very few cases out 
of the millions of people travelling through Charles de Gaulle 
airport. If it is not excluded that the production of non-admission 

48	 P. Andreas, Border Games: Policing the U.S.-Mexico Divide, Ithaca, NY, 
Cornell University Press, 2001.

49	 N. De Genova, “Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability in Everyday Life”, 
Annual Review of Anthropology 31, 2002, p. 419-447.
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is also directed at a wider audience, we think it is in the first 
place directed at other participants of the network-border, who 
over the years have become more important at the expenses of 
the prestige and work of the border police. Thus, the production 
of non-admission seems to signify the pertinence of the PAF 
as an institution of border control, but for which it needs to 
provide objective evidence. Following Goffman’s dramaturgical 
metaphor 50 (see below), to provide this evidence the PAF must 
control the access to the ‘backstage’ where this evidence is pro-
duced. Consequently, the practices of border control themselves 
cannot be audience-directed (in the sense of the public at large), 
as this would undermine the production of evidence. As such, the 
above examples illustrate that the use of discretion is not simply 
a question of choice that arises from a professional dilemma, 51 
but that it constitutes a practice of power intended to reaffirm 
the position taken by the individual border guard or by the PAF 
as an organization.

VI. Producing Inadmissible Passengers

When travellers are brought to second-line, their identities 
tend to change. They become suspects. As mentioned by Salter, 
“a traveller is the author of one’s identity, but not the final arbiter 
of his/her belonging or mobility”. 52 This change of identity can 
be understood following different sociological traditions.

Following Erving Goffman’s analysis on stigmatization, 53 
these travellers are at first discreditable persons, because they 
bear characteristics that may lead to stigmatization. Their iden-
tity can change from traveller to irregular migrant. Thus, they 
are discreditable because potentially they are irregular migrants. 
The removal of the potential discredit depends on the verification 
of the doubts relating to the travel purpose and the material 
entry conditions during the confessional with the border guard 

50	 E. Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J., Prentice-Hall, 1963.

51	 M. Lipsky, op. cit.
52	 M.B. Salter, “Governmentalities of an Airport: Heterotopia and Confession”, 

International Political Sociology, 1/1, 2007, p. 53.
53	 E. Goffman, Stigma, op. cit.
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(first-line check or ODQ). During this first phase, the first-line 
border guard, the ODQ or his assistants examine their doubts. If 
they relate to the entry conditions, the work will be done either 
by the first-line border guard or by the assistants of the ODQ, 
for example, checking a hotel reservation and its payment, the 
actual participation at a conference, the existence of the person 
who is going to receive the traveller, etc. If the main concern of the 
doubt regards the travel purpose, the thorough check is mainly 
conducted by the ODQ. During this phase, the check is carried 
out with due regard for the rights of the traveller. However, if the 
examination of the entry conditions and the travel purpose leads 
the ODQ to establish a non-admittance report after having heard 
the traveller one last time, the latter’s identity is translated from 
discreditable person to discredited person. Though the GASAI 
could review the analysis and cancel the non-admittance, the 
traveller is labelled as an irregular migrant whose rights become 
favours or privileges 54 that the agents of the PAF may or may not 
concede him/her. His/her identity has changed: s/he is no longer 
respectable and is stigmatized.

The bureaucratic performance of the PAF and its produc-
tion of non-admitted passengers sometimes correspond to what 
Harold Garfinkel calls the constitution of the other’s identity as 
a social object through the process of status degradation. The 
purpose of so-called “degradation ceremonies” is to denounce 
that the other “is not how he appears but is otherwise and 
in essence of a lower species” and to bring about his “ritual 
destruction”. 55 Bureaucracies like the PAF, “have something 
like a fair monopoly over such ceremonies, and there they have 
become an occupational routine.” 56 In fact, the conditions for 
successful degradation ceremonies are easily met in bureaucra-
cies and in their specific modi operandi. During the confession 
between the passenger and the ODQ, the decision taken by the 
denouncer (ODQ) must be considered the only possibility so 
that the “validity of his choice, its justification, is maintained 

54	 E. Goffman, Asylums. Essays on the social situation of mental patients and 
other inmates, London, Penguin Books, 1991.

55	 H. Garfinkel, “Conditions of Successful Degradation Ceremonies”, American 
Journal of Sociology, 61/5, 1956, p. 420-424.

56	 Ibid., p. 424.
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by the fact that he makes it.” 57 Moreover, at Charles de Gaulle 
airport the confession does not happen in a private room but in 
an open space where an audience, i.e. the ODQ’s assistants or 
other border guards, shares the same values and analysis of the 
‘the denouncer’ and partakes in the public denunciation of the 
identity presented by the traveller. We witnessed such a process 
when the ODQ started the degradation ceremony of a Malian 
traveller, accusing him of not being an entrepreneur in search 
of new opportunities in Europe but being an irregular migrant.

The production of inadmissible passengers also reflects 
Howard Becker’s theory of deviance and labelling. According 
to Becker, deviance, in fact, is the product of the “response 
of others” rather than the mere fact of breaking agreed-upon 
rules. 58 Likewise, “irregular migration” can be seen as the prod-
uct of the practices of border control, particularly the uses of 
the organizational discretionary power of the PAF. Precisely 
because these practices of border control (refusing to accept 
credit cards or partially paid hotels, doubting the validity of travel 
purposes, etc.) make it possible to treat travellers as potential 
‘irregular migrants,’ they transform the travellers into undesir-
able passengers.

Whether stigmatized, degraded or labelled, the travellers who 
have been transformed into irregular migrants usually do not 
protest or if they do, they face, as seen above, a veneer of account-
ability intended to neutralize them. So being unable to voice 
protest and being discredited, they no longer are rights-bearing 
subjects. Rather, they are transformed into an object of policy 
at the mercy of the authoritarian attitude of border guards. In 
practice this is translated into mockery, abuse, or even insult.

We witnessed such humiliations during observation. For 
example, a transsexual TCN was being mocked by the bor-
der guards because the name and the gender on the passport 
did not correspond to the physical appearance of the person in 
the immigration office. As to abuse of position, we witnessed 
how an undocumented person was caught and brought to the 

57	 Ibid., p. 423.
58	 H. Becker., Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, New York, the 

Free Press, 1973.
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immigration office. This person was sitting on the bench opposite 
the desk where one border guard was sitting. The person asked 
for a glass of water and was walking toward the desk where the 
officer was sitting. The latter replied with an authoritarian tone: 
“Sit down, I will tell you if you can have some water.” So the 
person sat down again. No sooner the person was sitting down, 
the same officer, with the same tone of voice said: “You can go 
and get some water.” The water dispenser was right beside the 
desk where the officer was sitting.

These abuses may even turn into real threats. A TCN relates 
how during the search, which always takes place after non-ad-
mission, a small conflict started between him and the border 
guards. As they were going through his personal belongings, 
among which his money, he asked the border guards to stop, 
because he himself had not counted it yet. A loud verbal exchange 
followed, which made a third border guard intervene. The quote 
relates the exchange with the latter:

A third one arrived, (…) and said things I did not understand, 
but he said things, words that sounded like insults, rude things of 
which I did not know the meaning. But I told him that I was not 
raising my voice, but that they [=the other two border guards] 
were raising their voices and so, that if he had to reprimand some-
one, he should do so with his men, because they were shouting. 
I told him looking at him: “The one who is shouting here is you, 
not me.” That is what I told him. He showed me to lower my 
look. I said: “no, why?” and he started annoying me.
Were they physically aggressive?
Verbally. Not physically, because the policeman was at a certain 
distance and was looking at me with lots of anger. But I did not 
look down. At a certain point he came closer almost coming onto 
me.

When passengers have undergone a second-line check and are 
refused, they are searched and brought to the detention room. 
There, they have the right to use the phone and sometimes they 
are allowed to take their mobile phones with them, if they do not 
have a camera. However, if the phone is taken away, passengers 
may not even consult it to look up the phone numbers of the 
person(s) they have to reach. Furthermore, the phone inside the 
detention room is connected to the internal line of the airport. 
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This means that to phone outside the airport, a code has to be 
used. The passengers are not told this and therefore have much 
difficulty phoning. It is only when other passengers already know 
how to use it, that they can spread this knowledge.

A major issue arises when people in the detention room need 
help of any kind. They have to knock hard for a long time on 
the door until the border guards decide to open it. During our 
stay we were able to observe how certain border guards passed 
by the corridor where the detention room is situated, simply 
ignored the knocking, and kept walking. This happened to people 
who simply needed information, as well as to people who had 
to use the toilets. In fact, some people were forced to evacuate 
their needs in the detention room as witnessed by several TCNs 
we interviewed.

VII. Discretionary Practices and Border Governance

In what follows, we look at how the PAF’s discretionary 
practices (individual and organizational) fit into an analytical 
framework of border governance. At the first-line check and at 
the legal level, the border guard is confronted with the Schengen 
Borders Code which obliges her/him to control all TCNs on entry 
conditions. In fact, according to article 7(3) of the Schengen 
Borders Code, TCNs shall be subject to thorough checks “of the 
conditions governing entry laid down in Article 5(1) and, where 
applicable, of documents authorizing residence and the pursuit 
of a professional activity.” At the same time s/he is confronted 
with the network-border’s other aim of enabling and accelerating 
mobility, while confronted with great flows of passengers that 
must both be checked and be allowed to move rapidly. In prac-
tice, the observations during our fieldwork revealed that border 
guards control very few people at the first-line check.

Thus, at one of the observed terminals the passengers are 
mostly North Americans. They approach the booth and hand 
over their passport. The border guard checks the picture and 
looks at the person. If the person is wearing a hat, s/he is asked 
to take it off. Sometimes the border guard asks where the traveller 
is headed to while scanning the passport. After that the person 
goes through. Questions on means of subsistence are rare and 
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sometimes money is counted at the booth. At another terminal 
several Chinese passengers are let through without being asked 
any questions. According to the border guards this is because they 
are travelling in group and that the group head has answered all 
the questions at another booth. But in general the border guards 
do not often ask passengers questions. Sometimes they ask a few 
questions on destination, return tickets or hotel reservation, but 
these are only briefly looked at.

Heyman has described the work of such border guards as 
actions of “non-action” where border guards “sort (…) indi-
viduals as members of assumed social groups”. 59 According 
to which group the border guards think an individual belongs, 
s/he will be considered either trustworthy, and thus not acted 
upon – since “at ports [of entry] the vast majority of crossers are 
completely legitimate” 60 – or not trustworthy and thus possibly 
acted upon – i.e. checked more thoroughly. In other words, 
border guards exert a certain amount of individual discretion, 
which allows them to shortcut the control procedure and lessen 
their workload.

This shortcut presents itself as sorting and policing only peo-
ple potentially fitting the migratory profile, and thus requiring 
a prima facie check thereof. This migratory profile is based on 
tendencies, actuality, and historical records and thus on a set of 
countries from where people would be more incline to circum-
vent migration laws. For example, if we look at the statistics we 
gathered during the fieldwork, out of 64 TCN who were referred 
to second-line 30 were Africans and only 4 came from North 
America. 61 In other words, this superficial check only rarely leads 
to a second-line check.

If the first-line check consists of surveillance (sorting and 
policing), the purpose of the second-line check is control, which 

59	 J. Heyman, “Trust, Privilege, and Discretion in the Governance of the US 
Borderlands With Mexico”, loc. cit.

60	 J. Heyman, “Ports of Entry in the ‘Homeland Security’ Era: Inequality of 
Mobility and the Securitization of Transnational Flows”, in S. Martinez (ed.), 
International Migration and Human Rights: The Global Repercussions of 
U.S. Policy, Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2009, 
p. 44-59.

61	 The other 30 are represent less than 10 individuals per continent.
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supposes the exercise of power. In fact, when a traveller is brought 
to the second-line it means that the prima facie check did not 
refute the border guard’s suspicion of fitting the migratory profile. 
That traveller is then considered an actor in the network-border 
who cannot be trusted or one who presents elements of the work 
of other actors that cannot be trusted (e.g. there is a problem 
with the visa, with the hotel reservation, means of subsistence, or 
the person’s intentions are not clear). The traveller will be held 
back and will have to undergo a thorough (and often lengthy) 
check. This check is meant to consolidate or refute this suspicion 
of fitting the profile. In truth, merely fitting the profile will be 
sufficient for the border guard to non-admit him/her. It is not 
clear, however, on what objective criteria the proof of fitting 
this migratory profile is based. This effectively means the final 
criterion to judge whether one fits a migratory profile, or rather 
whether one could become an irregular migrant, rests on what 
the border guards and their superiors call their ‘police sense’ 
(flair du policier).

As discussed above, the second-line check is started by the 
first-line border guard or the ODQ’s assistant. After that, the case 
is brought before the ODQ who will take a decision (usually of 
non-admission, in which case, in theory, it will be reviewed at a 
later stage by the GASAI). In other words, the decision-making 
process seems to follow a division of labour typical of bureau-
cracies, which is meant to eliminate elements of arbitrariness. 62 
So, from the second-line check onward, the PAF seems to act 
as a bureaucracy. In practice, however, this does not serve the 
purpose of transparency and respect of the rule of law since the 
individual border guards can mobilize a discourse about the 
structure of their organization on purpose, and this to avoid any 
sort of confrontation with the travellers. As seen above, this is 
what Lipsky called the ‘defense against discretion.’

From the preceding we can deduct that there are two para-
digms of border governance at work at Charles de Gaulle: net-
work and bureaucracy. On the one hand, the network-border is 
characterized by network power where trust in other network 

62	 L. Meuleman, Public Management and the Metagovernance of Hierarchies, 
Networks and Markets, Heidelberg, Physica-Verlag, 2008, p. 22.
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actors is central. 63 For instance, at the airport the border guards 
have trust in the Consulate which delivers the visa on the passport 
or to the content of databases. But the network also constitutes 
an interorganizational field of which the PAF is part. The impor-
tance of the interorganizational field is that it contains “stan-
dard-bearers” that “are understood to have ‘model’ policies or 
approaches” that influence the practices of other actors. 64 This 
can explain why at the first-line check the majority of passengers 
is let through, as the principle aim of the network-border is to 
enhance freedom of legitimate movement. The flipside of this 
principle is then to filter illegitimate movement, which explains 
why first-line border guards must also surveil flows of passengers 
leading to occasional checks.

However, once at the first-line check suspicion seeps in, the 
network paradigm moves to the background to make room for 
bureaucratic practices determined by the PAF itself. In fact, within 
the network, individual organizations, such as the PAF, play an 
important role in the transmission of legal meaning to frontline 
law enforcement officers who possess a certain amount of individ-
ual discretion. The presence of competing standard-bearers in the 
interorganizational field leads to competing practices of policing 
the mobility of travellers, itself leading to a surplus of meaning, 
which in turn might lead to contradictory practices within the 
same organization. Thus, in order to implement their desired 
practices, organizations need to standardize officer behaviour. 
Consequently, they develop organizational implementation pol-
icies, which, as argued above, amount to organizational discre-
tion and should be considered “as a byproduct of the way an 
interorganizational field is structured”. 65 In the case of the PAF, 
its bureaucratic practices are intended to opt for specific legal 
interpretations of the rules governing entry so as to structure the 
normative control function of the network-border, such as the 

63	 J. Fleming and R. Rhodes, “Bureaucracy, Contracts, and Networks: The 
Unholy Trinity and the Police”, Australian and New Zealand Journal of 
Criminology, 38/2, 2005, p. 192-205; L. Meuleman, op. cit., p. 32.

64	 R. Grattet and V. Jenness, “The Reconstitution of Law in Local Settings: 
Agency Discretion, Ambiguity, and a Surplus of Law in the Policing of Hate 
Crime”, Law & Society Review, 39/4, 2005, p. 893-942.

65	 Ibid.
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denial of entry whenever a TCN is not in possession of enough 
cash, or has not yet fully paid his/her stay at the hotel. From 
an interactionist perspective, it seems as though the surplus of 
meaning produced by competing standard-bearers is seized as 
an opportunity by the PAF to reaffirm its position as an agency 
of state sovereignty and control, which is at odds with the wider 
trend of enhancing the mobility of passengers.

Within both paradigms we have mentioned that border 
guards possess individual discretion, which always implies a 
face-to-face interaction. At first-line, this was characterized by the 
action of ‘non-action’ and, at second-line, on the final decision 
whether a traveller fits the migratory profile. It seems thus, that 
individual discretion is also paradigmatic for border control. This 
brings us to a complex structure of border governance where 
three distinct, yet interwoven dimensions operate. First, there is 
the dimension of the interorganizational field of the network-bor-
der. In this dimension trust is central to enhance the mobility of 
legitimate passengers. Then, there is the bureaucratic dimension 
in which the organizational discretion and bureaucratic practices 
of the PAF are central and aim at reaffirming the importance of 
the PAF by producing inadmissible passengers. Lastly, there is 
the individual dimension in which the individual discretion of 
border guards is fundamental to detect suspicious travellers and 
block them at the border. These three dimensions are interwoven 
because at times they mutually reinforce each other, like when 
both the Consulate and the PAF do not trust the traveller, and 
at times they contrast and complement each other, like when the 
PAF uses its organizational discretion to block travellers found 
legitimate by the other actors of the network-border.

VIII. Discussion and Conclusion

At the airport, considered as a social space of the network- 
border, travellers who possess the legitimate means of movement 
are sorted from those who the border guards consider not to 
possess them, and who are labelled ‘inadmissible passengers,’ 
and who therefore will be denied access to the territory or the 
transit zone. How do the practices of sorting and labelling work, 
and which practices of control take place to filter and block 
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travellers? These questions were raised to analyse the practices of 
border control at Charles de Gaulle airport. With our theoretical 
framework and case-study, we also want to suggest a possible 
widening in approaches to border studies by including the issue 
of the relations between the (social) construction of identities and 
the access to rights during border control practices. We have also 
shown how this issue must be understood as the product of the 
relations of competition between actors of the network-border. 
In fact, despite its sovereign function, the PAF is relegated to 
do the ‘dirty job’ of the network-border, which, at least at the 
airport, is mostly interested in enhancing mobility.

The combination of the street-level bureaucracy literature 
with an interactionist perspective enabled us to better appre-
hend the different shapes of border practices. If databases play 
an essential role in profiling, our data suggests that Lyon and 
Adey 66 overestimate the importance of the use of such databases 
in the processes of identification, leading them to neglect the 
border guards’ discretionary power. Likewise, Lyon’s statement 
on the general decline of face-to-face relations in the practices 
of sorting 67 must be nuanced. In fact, it seems that the use of 
databases is used above all to accelerate the mobility of legitimate 
travellers, who indeed seem to have less face-to-face interac-
tions with border guards. During second-line checks, instead, the 
interaction between the traveller and the border guard always 
plays a fundamental role. This interaction is the cornerstone of 
decisions of admittance or non-admittance. Following a more 
anthropological perspective, like the one adopted by Heyman, 68 
we saw that if border guards often use databases, they ultimately 
fall back on their discernment, which is based on prior experi-
ences of face-to-face interactions. This is particularly true when 
border guards judge the credibility of the travel purpose. It is 
the border guard who is the final judge of the legitimacy of the 

66	 D. Lyon, Surveillance as Social Sorting, op. cit.; P. Adey, “Facing Airport 
Security: Affect, Biopolitics, and the Preemptive Securitisation of the Mobile 
Body”, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 27/2, 2009, 
p. 274-295.

67	 D. Lyon, “Filtering Flows, Friends, and Foes: Global Surveillance”, op. cit.
68	 J. Heyman “Trust, Privilege, and Discretion in the Governance of the US 

Borderlands With Mexico”, loc. cit.
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traveller’s narrative and it is on this basis that he or she will take 
the decision to let the traveller onto the territory or hold him/
her at the border.

Hence, we consider surveillance to be a security apparatus 
(dispositif) that is essentially based on smart borders aimed at 
accelerating the mobility of the vast majority of legitimate trav-
ellers. Control, instead, is a security apparatus that is based on 
both smart borders and a considerable face-to-face interaction. 
In this interaction the discretionary power of the border guards 
is important because from its execution results the final qualifi-
cation of the traveller as inadmissible. Even if a database justifies 
non-admission to the territory, at the airport it always implies 
the establishment of face-to-face relations. So even if non-admis-
sion results from a network of information and interconnected 
databases, in qualifying travellers as undesirable, face-to-face 
relations, personal experience, and intersubjective relations will 
always play a decisive role.

At the first-line check, an appearance of network organization 
is staged where trust in network actors (including passengers) 
prevails. This remains in line with the aims of the network-border 
of enhancing movement while still blocking ‘undesirables.’ In 
fact, our analysis has shown that in reality border guards cannot 
fulfil their legal duty of checking thoroughly each TCN due to 
the great workload. Instead they have to choose not to act in 
the vast majority of cases, that is, sort passengers according to 
those they deem trustworthy and who are thus not acted upon, 
and those whom they deem suspicious and are thus checked.

The use of discretionary power during first and second-line 
checks is different. If during the first-line check, discretionary 
power is exercised individually through the action of “non-ac-
tion”, 69 during second-line checks it is exercised both individually 
as well organizationally through the execution of bureaucratic 
rules and procedures defined by the PAF. Both forms of dis-
cretionary power, individual and organizational, are essential 
to understand the practices of border guards at the Charles de 
Gaulle airport.

69	 Ibid.
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Organizational discretionary power is based upon the agree-
ment of members of a team of border guards on how to pro-
ceed with controls and decision-making. Following Goffman’s 
dramaturgical metaphor, at the second-line the border guards 
constitute a collective actor whose performance depends on the 
capacity to control the access to the so-called ‘backstage.’ The 
backstage is the place where, for example, the rules of conduct, 
which are hidden from the public, are defined. In our case, the 
PAF has elaborated the bureaucratic rules on the access to the 
territory of TCNs, regardless of whether they are in possession 
of a Schengen visa, that lead to the non-admission of some of 
them even when they have respected the legal conditions. Thus, 
we discovered that the restrictive interpretation of certain entry 
conditions formulated in the Schengen Borders Code (being in 
possession of cash money, having paid the whole stay at the hotel 
in advance) is the product of an internal norm and not a practice 
of individual discretionary power. This norm is not understood 
as such by the public, i.e. the travellers, who instead are individ-
ually confronted with it. The performance of this organizational 
discretionary power ultimately rests on the capacity of the PAF 
to occult the process of production of this norm.

As such, the success of this bureaucratic performance also 
depends on the process of deresponsiblization throughout the 
chain of command and decision-taking. We have seen how during 
the production of the identity of non-admissible passengers 
there was no single border guard who took the responsibility 
for blocking the traveller. The referral to a further decisional 
instance reduced the confrontation with the non-admitted trav-
eller while at the same time avoiding that complaints were filed. 
This bureaucratic performance seems very effective since very few 
travellers protest. As mentioned above, the weak inclination to 
protest depends on the mystification of the general rule as well 
as the travellers’ change of identity. Regardless of the legitimacy 
(and legality) of the reasons for non-admission, the identity of 
‘inadmissible passenger’ turns the travellers into pariahs: they 
are not legitimate travellers but usurpers. The border practices 
have revealed their true identity, i.e. that of potential irregular 
migrants. This change of identity in front of an audience of peers, 
i.e. border guards at the second-line check, also neutralizes the 
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travellers’ legitimacy to defend their rights. Since they are not 
legitimate travellers, it is as if they did not have any rights. Their 
identity is discredited, which weakens the legitimacy of their 
capacity to defend themselves. The process of deresponsiblization 
and the processes of stigmatization have the effect of neutralizing 
or at least diminishing the resources for mobilisation and protest.

Control at the second-line is not simply about controlling 
access to the territory. It also constitutes an instrument for the 
production of statistics on the activity of the border guards and, 
consequently, of the policies of migration control. The produc-
tion of non-admitted travellers feeds public statistics on border 
control, which are of primary importance for the PAF and the 
French ministry of the interior – or of any European country for 
that matter – and which have a great impact in the media and 
in politics. The bureaucratic performance produces a veneer of 
accountability of security agencies, which makes it possible to 
deflect public criticism, justify the pertinence of the organization, 
and, above all, with the managerialization of border practices, 
provide proof for the efficacy of its actions. As Andreas points 
out, “methods that are suboptimal from the perspective of a 
means-ends calculus of deterrence can be optimal from the polit-
ical perspective of constructing an image of state authority and 
communicating moral resolve.” 70 Without doubt, the efficacy 
resides less in stopping irregular immigration than in the realisa-
tion of a politique du chiffre, the effect of which is above all sym-
bolic. The efficacy of these policies is not only to block people, but 
also to reassure citizens of immigration countries and to placate 
public anxiety about uncontrolled irregular migration. Border 
control constitutes, above all, symbolic politics, 71 but symbolic 
action is central to politics. 72 That is why the performance of 
the organizational discretionary power ultimately rests on the 
capacity to hide the fact that the desired effect is completely dif-
ferent than the individual check itself. It aims at the production 
of statistics of non-admissible passengers on the territory.

70	 P. Andreas, Border Games, op. cit., p. 9.
71	 M. Edelman, The Symbolic Uses of Politics, Urbana, University of Illinois 

Press, 1964.
72	 V. Guiraudon and Chr. Joppke (eds.), Controlling a New Migration World, 

New York, Routledge, 2001.



Migration Control in Practice132

Another, complementary reading of this performance is none-
theless also possible. Following Becker’s theory of deviance as 
the product of social response, 73 the production of bureaucratic 
rules, implemented through the practices of the organizational 
discretionary power, can be interpreted as the production of the 
irregularization of mobility rather than of immigration. As such, 
the definition of a very restrictive interpretation of the law, the 
production of an organizational discretionary power, the pro-
cess of deresponsiblization, and the process of stigmatization of 
certain travellers, all have the effect of turning regular mobilities 
into irregular ones. Hence, the practices of border control aim 
at the irregularization of the mobility of TCNs while they are 
actually presented as practices to counter irregular immigration. 
The irregularization of certain mobilities institutes a climate of 
uncertainty concerning TCNs’ rights of access to the territory and 
casting a permanent doubt on the legitimacy of their mobility. 
The figures provided to us by the PAF, which indicate that in 2010 
off all the non-admitted passengers only 40% was eventually sent 
back, bears witness to this climate of uncertainty that is created. 
As such, certain border practices at the airport, in particular those 
of the second-line check, are meant to irregularize the mobility 
of certain travellers from third countries.
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