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17

Chapter 1 

Bordering and ordering

Acknowledgement of the relevance of race to immigration 
control is a frequent omission in legal literature on migra-
tion. Even the formal exclusion of immigration control from 
the purview of discrimination law tends to be unblinkingly 
accepted by legal scholars and advocates. Side-stepping the 
racism in immigration law may be a practical necessity for 
those working as legal practitioners, but is not so easily 
forgiven in scholarship, particularly that which is geared 
towards advocacy.1 In (B)ordering Britain, I take race and its 
colonial roots seriously in analysing law. I argue that British 
immigration law is a continuation of British colonial power 
as enacted in the former British Empire, an explicitly white 
supremacist project.2 The categorisation of people into those 
with and without rights of entry and stay sustains and repro-
duces colonial practices of racial ordering. People without a 
right of entry to Britain, predominantly the racialised poor, 
are barred from accessing colonial wealth as it manifests 
in Britain today. Whether or not those whose movement is 
hindered have ancestral or geographical histories of colonial 
dispossession (the majority do), they nonetheless live under 
the weight of race and racism, products of colonialism. 
Contemporary immigration law thus maintains the global 
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racial order established by colonialism, whereby colonised 
peoples are disproportionately dispossessed of land and 
resources within and outside Britain’s borders. Britain must 
therefore be understood as a contemporary colonial space. 
In such a context, a critique of processes of legal status rec-
ognition becomes particularly salient. Recognition-based 
approaches to migrant solidarity that centre the inclusion 
of racialised people within the colonial state have the effect 
of obscuring and legitimising the colonial structures under-
lying British immigration, asylum and nationality laws. 

Racial ordering 

The bringing of order is, according to Edward Said, com-
monly found as one among many official justifications for 
colonial projects: ‘[e]very single empire … has said it is not 
like all the others, that its circumstances are special, that it 
has a mission to enlighten, civilise, bring order and democ-
racy, and that it uses force only as a last resort’.3 Ordering 
was a crucial technique employed by the British authorities 
in the running of the British Empire and in the assertion of 
its power. Bernard Cohn has observed: 

From the eighteenth century onward, European states 
increasingly made their power visible not only through ritual 
performance and dramatic display, but through the gradual 
extension of ‘officializing’ procedures that established and 
extended their capacity in many areas. They took control by 
defining and classifying space, making separations between 
public and private spheres; by recording transactions such as 
the sale of property; by counting and classifying their pop-
ulations, replacing religious institutions as the registrar of 
births, marriages, and deaths; and by standardizing languages 
and scripts. The state licensed some activities as legitimate 
and suppressed others as immoral or unlawful.4
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Processes of categorisation, and in particular legal categori-
sation, thus enabled colonial control over vast numbers of 
people and resources. The law was frequently deployed and 
advocated as the means through which to establish a global 
white British supremacist order in and beyond British colo-
nies. Colonisation, as Tendayi Achiume has argued, estab-
lished the coloniser’s ‘advantage that now accrues to a set 
of beneficiaries broader than just the former European colo-
nial powers’.5 In what Lauren Benton and Lisa Ford have 
described as the ‘British rage for order’, British colonists 
‘embarked on a frenetic and polycentric effort to use legal 
change to order people, places and transactions stretching 
from the banks of the Rio de la Plata to the Persian Gulf to 
a vast Pacific archipelago’.6

In order for colonists to conquer entire civilisations, they 
needed to be known and filed under terms familiar to the 
coloniser.7 Anglo-European scholars of the 1800s and 1900s 
provided the impetus for colonisation in their repeated intel-
lectual reduction of entire non-Anglo-European civilisations 
as readable, translatable and ultimately understandable as 
inferior to ‘Western civilisation’ and therefore eminently 
conquerable. By contrast, ‘non-Western’ scholarship to 
this day remains posited as an inferior generator of culture 
and knowledge. Prime among the criteria for knowing and 
ordering civilisations in the colonial era was race, which 
was invoked as an organisational category.8 The production 
and signification of the racial in post-Enlightenment era 
writing depended on the use of tools from science and his-
tory.9 It is therefore important to ask how racial subjects are 
created in order to avoid the reproduction of ‘racial others 
as already differentially constituted historical beings’ prior 
to their ‘entrance into the modern political spaces where 
they become subaltern subjects’.10 Race became an ‘ordering 
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principle’ at a time when imperial formations were compet-
ing with nation-states for dominance.11 There was a fixation 
in the Enlightenment period with ‘categorization and clas-
sification’, on ‘establishing what is inside and what is out-
side’.12 On the question of ‘who constitutes humanity’, this 
could only be ascertained by determining ‘what lies out-
side of the human’.13 To this end the context of European 
colonialism meant that understandings of humanity were 
based on a distinction between white Europeans and non-
Europeans. The justification of European colonisation on 
the basis of white supremacy was thus not ‘pre-determined’, 
but the result of theorisations of fixed racial difference 
along with the honing of Enlightenment methodologies of 
 categorisation and differentiation.14

The violence of colonialism is, needless to say, not purely 
semantic. An extreme level of physical threat, force and 
brutality was administered to maintain the British Empire.15 
Colonisers have always been aware that despite their ‘claim 
to have founded a durable order, that that order rested on a 
reversible relation of forces’.16 The possibility of the reversal 
of colonialism through the actions of resistance movements 
required extreme violence, and its constant threat, against 
subjugated populations. At the same time, dismissals and 
brutal crackdowns on struggles for self-determination in 
the colonies necessitated justifications that rested on con-
structions of difference and their accentuation in official 
discourse.17 The tendency in Enlightenment thought to cat-
egorise ‘nature and man into types’, the exaggeration of 
what were assumed to be ‘general features’, the reduction 
of innumerable objects to ‘orderable and describable types’18 
was applied, with devastating consequences, in a colonial 
context to people. Ideas about racial superiority and inferi-
ority underpinned the division of cultures into civilised and 
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uncivilised and served as normative justifications for colo-
nial conquest. For instance, British colonisers subjugated 
Aboriginal Australians and Native Americans, constructing 
them as having failed to socially progress, partly on account 
of their different relationship to land, and thereby justi-
fied colonial intervention, land dispossession and rule.19 
Within an Anglo-European understanding of linear time, 
indigenous people were seen as being primitive and con-
temptible, inhabiting a bygone era, one that Europeans had 
transcended. Edward Said thus describes sovereign orders 
as a ‘monstrous chain of command’ based on divisions of 
humanity and progress,20 captured in the words of that 
 devotee of the British Empire, Rudyard Kipling:

Mule, horse, elephant, or bullock, he obeys his driver, and 
the driver his sergeant, and the sergeant his lieutenant, and 
the lieutenant his captain, and the captain his major, and the 
major his colonel, and the colonel his brigadier commanding 
three regiments, and the brigadier his general, who obeys the 
Viceroy, who is the servant of the Empress.21

The institution of this order is premised on a view that 
‘divides the world into large general divisions, entities, that 
coexist in a state of tension produced by what is believed 
to be radical difference’.22 Thus, the theory and practice of 
ordering depends on assumptions and constructions of dif-
ference. For Said, the consequences of dividing humanity 
into ‘clearly different cultures, histories, traditions, socie-
ties, even races’ cannot be survived.23

There is a specificity to the version of white supremacy 
that underpinned British colonialism. Colonists operating 
at the height of the expansion of the British Empire propa-
gated the idea that white British people were supreme over 
all other people, including other white Europeans, who were 
engaged in their own colonial projects. In 1877, for instance, 
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in Confessions of Faith, Cecil Rhodes wrote, ‘[i]t is our duty 
to seize every opportunity of acquiring more territory and 
we should keep this one idea steadily before our eyes that 
more territory simply means more of the Anglo-Saxon race, 
more of the best, the most human, most honourable race 
the world possesses’.24 Considering that Britain invaded 90 
per cent (171) of the current 193 members of the United 
Nations,25 it is not difficult to imagine the depth of arro-
gance and political investment of British colonists in the 
idea of white British supremacy.

Racial categories are not static, but fluid and malleable. 
Racialising processes and practices as well as the object to 
which race attaches ‘may change across time or be artic-
ulated variously across space’.26 As Stuart Hall observed, 
‘there is nothing solid or permanent’ to the meaning of race.27 
Like language, race assumes its meaning ‘in the shifting 
relations of difference’.28 It is ‘constantly re-signified, made 
to mean something different in different cultures, in differ-
ent historical formations, at different moments of time’.29 
However, we must not lose sight of what Du Bois called ‘the 
badge of colour’.30 In spite of the fluidity and malleability of 
race, within the white supremacist context of Britain at this 
contemporary moment, with its particular colonial history, 
race materialises on particular persons. Racialised people 
are therefore those who are not white. As Lentin writes, 

[t]he most unavoidable dimension of race is its attachment to 
particular bodies … the reason Black and non-white (brown) 
people are coded as racially inferior has everything to do with 
the fact that Black and Brown people were to be found in the 
territories invaded by Europe from which slaves were also 
taken.31 

Race thus also attaches differently to people, produc-
ing racial hierarchies within racialised populations who 
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have historically distinctive relationships to the colonial 
project. The intersections between race, class and gender 
mean that the material effects of racialisation vary in their 
degree of severity within and across differentially racialised 
populations. 

Racial categorisation was the basis for the control of move-
ment within, into and out of colonised territories through-
out the British Empire. As Bridget Anderson has noted, 
measures were taken ‘to assert orderly movement within 
territories, ordering people through systematic ethnogra-
phies, and controlling them accordingly’.32 People ‘were 
classified, placed in a hierarchy, placed in their territories, 
differentiated by culture and race, personality and intelli-
gence, declared “indigenous”, “tribal”, and “urban”, with 
ethnicities tied to territories’.33 Radhika Mongia has shown 
how the migration of Indians under British colonial rule to 
Canada in the late 1800s and 1900s brought about an explo-
sion in the use of systems for ‘generating, obtaining, and 
collating knowledge on every aspect of [this] movement’.34

Gargi Bhattacharyya has argued that ‘techniques of 
racialised exclusion, division and differentiation continue 
to play a central role in the practices of capitalist exploi-
tation’.35 She describes the obstacles placed in the way of 
many migrants as being a core ‘technique of racial capital-
ism’.36 Administrative processes of stemming and regulat-
ing migration as well as processes of categorising people as 
irregular and undocumented all operate as means of ‘differ-
entiating populations and their entry into economic activ-
ity’.37 Bhattacharyya shows how capital serves to ‘divide 
and differentiate populations and that this differentiation 
has been a central feature of the history of capitalism’.38 
Certain groups become ‘marked’ as they are shunted into 
precarious labour market conditions or excluded from the 
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market entirely. This differentiated exclusion from the 
labour market is a racialising process. Exclusion for some 
becomes normalised via ‘mythologies of race’, including 
assumptions about productive abilities.39 I argue that it is 
law, immigration law in particular, that is the structure 
that maintains the racialised apportionment of economic 
opportunity by deeming some people deserving of legal 
status and others not.

Migration law as a racial regime of power 

Ideas and practices of racial ordering are constitutive of con-
temporary British immigration law. By allocating life and 
death on the basis of whether or not a person meets the cri-
teria for a legal status, and by preventing those who do not 
from accessing Britain, law is central to ongoing processes 
of colonial dispossession. Law is thus the structure that 
underpins Britain’s self-construction as an enclosed space 
within which resources and wealth obtained via colonial 
conquest belong to Britons, conceived in large part as white. 
The law’s categorisation of people into groups, those with 
and without rights of entry and stay, makes the latter dis-
proportionately at risk of violence and premature death. 
Immigration law thus falls within Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s 
definition of racism as ‘the state-sanctioned and/or extra-
legal production and exploitation of group-differentiated 
vulnerability to premature death’.40 This description of 
racism as structurally produced is helpful for understand-
ing the way in which ‘systems of meaning and control’, of 
which law is one, ‘distribute chances at life and death’.41 
It allows us to move away from traditional discrimination 
law frameworks which concentrate on locating an individ-
ual who can be found to have intentionally discriminated, 
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instead shifting the focus on to harmful conditions that 
are experienced across populations that the state targets for 
‘abandonment’.42 The effect of law’s division of people into 
groups with differentiated rights is to create hierarchies of 
people, some of whom have access to territory or to basic 
resources – a chance at survival – while others do not. 

The particular population that immigration law targets 
for abandonment is the racialised poor, the vast majority 
of whom have personal, ancestral or geographical histories 
of colonisation. For racialised people the border is neither 
easily navigable, nor is it temporally and spatially limited. 
Whiteness as ‘embodied racial power’43 is apparent in the ease 
with which white people cross borders and move through 
white hegemonic spaces. White people tend not to be subject 
to (stringent) visa requirements and racial profiling, whereas 
the vast majority of racialised people are unable to purchase 
tickets for travel or to board planes due to visa rules and 
carrier sanctions and are disproportionately stopped and 
searched at airports.44 This encounter with the border is a 
racialising process as a result of which people are made dis-
proportionately vulnerable to harm. People who do not have 
a right of entry to Britain are forced to undertake treacher-
ous, often fatal journeys.45 The absence of a right of stay can 
mean homelessness, lack of access to healthcare, confine-
ment to a camp or detention centre and deportation. People 
in these conditions are at risk of being subjected to physi-
cal and mental violence and death.46 As the hostile environ-
ment policy demonstrates, racialised people also experience 
internal borders, which are invisible and permeable for most 
white people. Borders ‘follow people and surround them as 
they try to access paid labour, welfare benefits, health, labour 
protections, education, civil associations, and justice’.47 
This process has been described as ‘everyday “bordering and 
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ordering”’, which is productive of ‘new social cultural bound-
aries’.48 These boundaries are policed by ‘anyone anywhere 
– government agencies, private companies and individual cit-
izens’.49 Sarah Keenan has shown how borders’ attachment to 
racialised people means that they take with them the space 
of the border, a space of disproportionate vulnerability to vio-
lence and premature death.50 In her work on race, time and 
title registration, Keenan shows how Gilmore’s definition of 
racism ‘is useful in thinking about race as a temporal  category 
… in terms of how long racialised subjects are able to survive 
in the world’.51 The lives and futures of those without a right 
of entry and stay are made precarious and contingent. People 
without a legal status come to occupy, to borrow from Said, a 
‘time’ that ‘is over’.52

A spatial and temporal understanding of British immi-
gration law enables us to see how it works to place land, 
resources, healthcare, welfare, security and opportunities, 
all of which can be understood as modern-day manifesta-
tions of stolen colonial possessions, out of reach of the vast 
majority of those with ancestral or geographical histories 
of colonisation. Sara Ahmed writes, ‘[w]hat is reachable 
is determined precisely by orientations we have already 
taken’.53 A world that was ‘made white’ through colonial-
ism is home only for bodies ‘that can inhabit whiteness’.54 
Bodies, Ahmed writes, ‘remember’ histories of colonialism, 
‘even when we forget them’. Histories of colonialism thus 
‘surface on the body’.55 The result is that race becomes ‘a 
social as well as a bodily given’.56 Colonialism has meant 
that the vast majority of racialised people have ‘inherit[ed] 
the impossibility of extending the body’s reach’.57 They 
must risk their lives for what the beneficiaries of colonial-
ism take for granted, carrying with them the deadly weight 
of colonial history, a burden they have inherited.58 
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Drawing on Michel Foucault, Renisa Mawani under-
stands race as ‘a regime of power that cannot be reduced 
to ideology, corporeality, or exclusion alone’ and that ‘it is 
through the production of racial regimes of power that sub-
jection and subjectification are made possible, occurring and 
unfolding as mutable and mobile forces, responding to vari-
ous social relations and occurrences, and assuming differ-
ent manifestations and meanings’.59 Migration law is such 
a racial regime of power. While categorisation is important 
for the creation of meaning, it is the alignment of systems 
of categorisation and the assertion of power that makes 
racial subjugation possible.60 It is therefore helpful to under-
stand race, in Alana Lentin’s words, as ‘a series of logics and 
structures that mutually inform and constitute the other’.61 
Understanding migration law as a racial regime of power, 
as part of a colonial edifice, allows us to see the danger of 
accepting legal categories as givens. While legal categories 
may be articulated in terms that are race-neutral, their effect 
is to enable the colonial state to administer racial violence. 
Legal categories, such as ‘refugee’ and ‘citizen’, legitimise 
the incarceration, marginalisation, expulsion and death of 
those who are deemed not to fulfil the criteria required for 
the granting of these statuses. The widespread acceptance of 
legal categories of people moving as defined in international 
and domestic law thus normalises the racial violence in 
which the legal system is implicated. 

Britain as a contemporary colonial space 

A bordered Britain, with its wealth and infrastructure 
secured via colonial conquest withheld from poor racial-
ised people within and outside its borders, in defiance 
of claims for reparation and restitution, makes Britain a 
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contemporary colonial space. Understanding Britain as such 
serves to partially collapse the distinction between settler 
and non-settler colonial contexts. The traditional distinc-
tion drawn between these colonial spaces is that ‘[u]nlike 
colonialism, which formally ended with independence, set-
tler colonialism remains a continued project’.62 In bringing 
legal histories of colonialism and settler colonial studies 
‘into conversation with each other’, Renisa Mawani encour-
ages a move towards methods that ‘may reorient studies 
of law and settler colonialism by expanding the sites and 
surfaces of colonial legal power’.63 In line with Mawani’s 
approach, I argue that the traditional conceptual distinction 
between settler and non-settler colonial contexts obscures 
the ongoing colonial configuration of a non-settler colonial 
state such as Britain.

The border drawn around the spoils of British colonial 
conquest via immigration and nationality law introduced in 
the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, discussed in Chapter 3, amounts 
to an unredressed act of colonial theft. Due to traditional 
understandings of property as being fixed and immovable in 
space and time, theft via the passing of immigration controls 
can be difficult to conceptualise.64 Along with the resources 
and labour stolen in the course of colonialism, the social and 
cultural networks and relationships that were annihilated or 
radically reformulated as a result of colonial conquest were 
also material losses. Colonial dispossession not only deter-
mined the contemporary distribution of material wealth, 
but also radically altered subjectivity in the Fanonian sense 
of what people desire, consider themselves as entitled to and 
understand themselves to be.65 Theft of intangibles such as 
economic growth and prospects, opportunities, life chances, 
psyches and futures occur in all colonial contexts, settler or 
otherwise. Yet such temporal losses are harder to discern in 
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non-settler colonial contexts because they are traditionally 
understood as having come to an end. 

Glen Coulthard has argued for the applicability of Fanon’s 
analysis of the effects of colonisation in contemporary 
colonial contexts ‘where colonial rule is not reproduced 
through force alone’.66 Although Coulthard is writing about 
settler colonies, his argument is applicable to Britain as a 
contemporary colonial space. In such contexts, the per-
petuation of colonial-state power ‘requires the production 
of … “colonized subjects”: namely, the production of the 
specific modes of colonial thought, desire, and behaviour 
that implicitly or explicitly commit the colonized to the 
types of practices and subject positions that are required 
for their continued domination’.67 In settler colonies such 
as Canada and Australia, indigenous people are forced to 
comply with the laws and evidentiary standards of those 
colonial legal systems in order to have their rights to land 
recognised. While there are important and complex his-
torical differences between settler and non-settler colonial 
contexts, British immigration law is part of a colonial legal 
system. People with histories of British colonial disposses-
sion are subject to its rules and criteria when they seek 
to access colonially derived wealth and opportunities in 
Britain. In this way a facade of racial inclusion has been 
built in the form of paths to legal status recognition that 
dole out immigration statuses to select racialised people 
who can fulfil certain criteria. Such recognition is always 
on the terms of the colonial state. Meanwhile, the vast 
majority of racialised people are prevented from access-
ing Britain and its wealth in part through the operation 
of internal and external borders, produced and enforced 
through law. These laws in turn convey a sense of entitle-
ment to white British citizens, which can manifest in the 
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form of street racism. Street and state racial terror are thus 
mutually reinforcing. 

Migration and the politics of recognition 

Appeals to legal status recognition as a strategy of migrant 
solidarity can be counterproductive in a context in which 
law is also the tool by which racialised people are denied 
access to vital resources. As Ahmed writes, recognition from 
the state is ‘either precariously conditional … or simply not 
given’.68 I use the term ‘recognition’ to refer to the British 
state’s piecemeal accommodation of the claims of racialised 
people seeking access to resources in Britain through legal 
status determination processes that leave its sovereignty 
intact and its colonial theft unredressed. While it is now 
an accepted argument in critical scholarship that settler 
colonialism is ongoing and structural,69 the same critique 
has not been applied to non-settler forms of colonialism, 
which are considered to have ended. However, such a cri-
tique is relevant to Britain if we understand it as a contem-
porary colonial space. In view of the colonial configuration 
and dispossessing effects of British immigration law, schol-
ars and migrant advocates should be wary of arguments for 
migrant solidarity that centre on legal status recognition, 
whether on the basis of human rights, refugee or other legal 
norms. Such recognition processes require applicants to 
fulfil various requirements, whether in the form of meeting 
the legal definition of a refugee or naturalisation eligibility 
criteria. Despite being built on colonial theft, the British 
state derives legitimacy in part through processes of recog-
nition of legal status, whether in the form of recognition as 
a refugee or through the bestowal of citizenship. The crea-
tion of the status of Citizenship of the United Kingdom and 
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Colonies in the 1948 British Nationality Act for example, 
discussed in Chapter 3, was an instance of recognition of 
colonised people designed to hold together what remained 
of the British Empire. Through the creation of this status the 
British government was asserting its overarching power of 
recognition of its colonial subjects over that of the Canadian 
government after it defined its own citizenship concept. 

The 2016 referendum on Britain’s EU membership and the 
Windrush scandal of 2018 are illustrative of the challenges 
posed by recognition-based arguments for migrant solidarity 
that centre around the inclusion of racialised people in the 
colonial state. The hostile environment policy is both an 
instance of the withholding of access to colonially derived 
resources from people with geographical or ancestral histo-
ries of colonisation, and a reassertion of white British enti-
tlement to them. Similarly, the EU referendum created a 
space for the accentuation of claims of white entitlement to 
colonially derived wealth. The Leave campaign constructed 
migrants, a category that operated as a catch-all for anyone 
not considered white and British, as unjustly enriched and 
undeserving of access to territory and resources. Britain was 
presented as belonging to white British people, illustrated 
by the rhetoric of ‘taking back control’. In a context in 
which the Leave vote and the hostile environment policy 
are examples of ongoing and contested white nationalist 
claims to wealth accumulated via colonial dispossession, 
appeals to the law for inclusion of racialised people can 
operate to reinforce the idea that white British control over 
access to colonially acquired wealth is legitimate.

The hostile environment policy finds legal expression 
in the Immigration Acts of 2014 and 2016 and ensuing 
amendments. As a consequence of this legislation, people 
suspected of not having a legal status are denied access to 
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housing, healthcare, education and financial services, and 
are at risk of detention and removal. For instance, landlords 
may be criminalised if they rent a property to those without 
valid visas. The result of the policy is that racialised people 
experience ‘nation-state borders no matter their physical 
location’.70 In 2018 it came to light that the heightened scru-
tiny of immigration status required by the 2014 and 2016 
Acts led to thousands of people being detained, deported 
and denied access to housing, healthcare, education and 
financial services.71 At least 11 of those wrongly expelled 
are known to have died.72 

The ensuing outcry, which led to a government apology, 
the Conservative Home Secretary Amber Rudd’s resigna-
tion and the establishment of a Windrush task force and 
compensation scheme for those affected, was frequently 
framed in terms that served to propagate a politics of rec-
ognition. The argument goes that the Windrush generation 
were British citizens when they arrived in Britain following 
the passing of the 1948 British Nationality Act. For instance, 
David Lammy MP, one of the most outspoken critics of the 
hostile environment policy, wrote in The Guardian:

Last Thursday during the last of her statements to the House 
of Commons the home secretary said ‘illegal’ 23 times, but 
did not even once say the word ‘citizen’. Last Wednesday the 
prime minister said: ‘We owe it to them [the Windrush gen-
eration] and the British people.’ This is the point the govern-
ment still doesn’t understand. The Windrush generation are 
the British people – their citizenship is, and always has been, 
theirs by right.73

The insistence on the Windrush generation being citizens, 
a claim also made by several scholars, while fulfilling an 
important immediate tactical purpose in individual legal 
cases, has the effect of legitimising the colonial British 
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state’s immigration regime by ceding to it the power of 
recognition. It further elides the reality that the 1948 Act’s 
creation of the status of Citizenship of the United Kingdom 
and Colonies was done with the explicit purpose of rein-
forcing Britain’s colonial power so that it could go on ben-
efiting economically and politically from its empire. As I 
show in Chapter 3, racialised British subjects who travelled 
to Britain after the passing of the Act were not welcomed 
by the British government, but grudgingly accepted as an 
unfortunate by-product of Britain’s ongoing colonial ambi-
tions. Post-war labour gaps were filled primarily through 
the facilitation of white European labour. The arrival of the 
SS Windrush shocked the British government, which spent 
decades discouraging racialised colony and Commonwealth 
citizens from travelling to Britain, including by putting 
pressure on colony and Commonwealth governments to 
stop the movement at its source. Finally, racially targeted 
legislation was passed to end this migration in the 1960s 
and 1970s. British officials were facing victorious independ-
ence movements and quickly abandoned the lie of imperial 
unity and equality, which had been broadcast in the form of 
the 1948 Act in the interests of maintaining the stability of 
the Empire.

Recognition-based arguments for migrant solidarity also 
serve to buttress the official, mythological narrative of 
Britain’s colonial history as an era symbolic of its global 
strength, generosity and inclusivity, rather than as one in 
which Britain violently enforced white British supremacy 
around the world. David Lammy thus spoke in Parliament 
of ‘the remarkable greatness of Britain that allows me to be 
here’.74 This discourse enables the hostile environment’s 
effect on the Windrush generation and their descendants 
to be presented as an aberration rather than as part of a 
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continuum of colonial violence, perceptible in the fabric 
of everyday life for the vast majority of racialised people in 
and outside Britain. Presenting the racist state violence they 
experienced as exceptional works to preclude the adoption 
of broader, connected, anti-colonial, anti-racist resistance 
strategies. Britain remains racially and colonially config-
ured, a place where poor racialised descendants of colonised 
and enslaved people are made disproportionately vulnerable 
to premature death,75 as we saw in the Grenfell Tower fire 
in June 2017,76 in the wake of the hostile environment and 
in the course of Britain’s imperialism masked in the lan-
guage of humanitarian intervention, international trade and 
European cooperation.77

Glen Coulthard has argued that demands for recognition 
promise to ‘reproduce the very configurations of colonial 
power’ that those claims aim to overcome.78 Recognition is 
merely seeming, its promise of freedom ultimately elusive. 
As Elizabeth Povinelli has argued, recognition by a colo-
nial power is only possible insofar as it does not unsettle 
the structures of the colonial state.79 The quest for legal 
status recognition has long framed scholarly and advocacy 
work in the field of migration. This is perceptible in the 
language of ‘host states’, ‘asylum seekers’, ‘migrants’ and 
‘refugees’, and the demand that human rights be respected 
and that states fulfil their international legal obligations. 
The acceptance of legal categories as they are defined in 
domestic and international law elides the colonial dimen-
sion of processes of categorisation. The decision to include 
or exclude certain people from legal status is intricately 
tied to processes of legitimisation of sovereign and colonial 
power. Legal status recognition processes also confine the 
claims of racialised people to those of rights, whether in 
the form of asylum or citizenship, to the exclusion of more 
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empowering and radical claims of redistributive and repara-
tive justice, which would entail the reinstatement of stolen 
colonial resources and futures. As Coulthard has argued, 
while a recognition-based approach ‘may alter the intensity 
of some of the effects of colonial-capitalist exploitation and 
domination, it does little to address their generative struc-
tures, in this case a racially stratified capitalist economy 
and the colonial state’.80

Drawing on Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, Coulthard 
has argued that empowerment and freedom from the colo-
nial state requires turning away ‘from the assimilative lure 
of the statist politics of recognition’, and ‘toward our own 
on-the-ground practices of freedom’.81 In the Conclusion to 
(B)ordering Britain, I develop a counter-pedagogy to that 
of law, arguing for a reconceptualisation of irregularised 
migration as anti-colonial resistance. Racialised people 
deflected, policed and excluded by the colonial state must 
both be understood, and understand themselves, as being 
collectively entitled to the reclamation of wealth accumu-
lated via colonial dispossession. Understanding that British 
immigration law is an extension of colonialism enables us 
to question Britain’s claim to being a legitimately bordered, 
sovereign nation-state. If we as critical scholars and activ-
ists can imbibe a counter-pedagogy to that of immigration 
law, one which rejects the violence of legal categorisation 
and embraces a more empowering, redistributive and radi-
cal politics of racial justice, we can begin to work our way 
towards new strategies for organising collectively in the 
service of anti-racism and migrant solidarity.
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