
European borders are being constructed be-
neath our very eyes. Their role in space, their 
governance and representation are evolving rap-
idly as a function of a number of factors: changing 
social demands and practices, an evolving politi-
cal climate, and complex relationships between 
political powers and political partners.

We propose here to bring to light a new type 
of border which is being constructed in the heart 
of European cities. This border is born out of 
a need for the State to control its external borders, 
whereas its territory has been changed dramati-
cally by new spatial practices (numerous enter-
ing and exiting flows) and new political powers 
(the development of the European Union as a po-
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litical power). This border is a result of complex 
political governance which links, in particular, 
political, administrative and legal powers, and 
associations. The former interior frontiers seem 
to have disappeared.

If we consider the city of Strasbourg, France, 
where historically the frontier between France 
and Germany has been vitally important, the bor-
der seems to have all but disappeared today. The 
border offices and checkpoints are closed. We 
barely notice when we move from one country 
to the other. 

In fact, the national border, far from having 
disappeared, has instead profoundly changed in 
an era of networks and a multiplication of supra-
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national structures. The border endures and is 
complex. In order to demonstrate that this is in-
deed the case, we have chosen to look at it from 
the point of view of the asylum seeker. 

Initially, this may seem to be a simplistic ap-
proach as the asylum seeker may be seen as ex-
periencing the border in its most classic sense – 
the border as a barrier and a filter, and as such it 
can be seen as a simple tool that the State uses for 
managing migratory flows. However, let us see 
how complex this “simple“ notion of barrier and 
filter has become today.

Asylum seeking represents a  physical space 
and networks of different kinds. Asylum seekers 
are constantly coming and going and using social 
networks in their often never-ending quest for 
territory. Examining the case of the asylum seeker 
in his everyday space allows us to consider a fur-
ther evolution of the border today: one where we 
keep the asylum seeker “outside“ by constantly 
disrupting his links with everyday space. 

Using the case of the asylum seeker is an in-
teresting approach for another reason. The issues 
of asylum provoke, among the diverse group of 
interested parties (institutional, political, local as-
sociations), a  debate about fundamental values 
that are regularly in conflict: democracy, the host 
place, and social justice, for example.

We start by considering the border in the clas-
sical sense as experienced by the asylum seeker 
in France. After an initial look at the legal and 
administrative definitions of the border and of 
the path of an asylum seeker and the types of 
border spaces that have been constructed in the 
particular situation of asylum seekers, we enrich 
the analysis using the city of Strasbourg as a case 
study. We focus on the translation of the border 
into the everyday spaces of the asylum seeker 
and consider how the definition of the border 
may have evolved from a simplistic national bar-
rier or filter to a more complex, individual and 
personal boundary. We conclude by posing more 
complex questions that this evolution raises.

1. The evolving right to seek asylum 
in France: a need for new borders and 
(non-) spaces

The question of asylum has evolved consid-
erably over the last 50 years, in dialogue and in 
fact. Since the Second World War, the mobility of 
populations has never ceased to grow, created by 
the development of Western economic and politi-
cal models. The number of refugees grew from 
2.3 million in the 1980s to 6.1 million in the 1990s. 
It was predicted to reach 6.1 million by 2006, to 
which we have to add 25 million displaced peo-
ple (UNHCR 2001). 

Historically, asylum has been, above all, 
a  question of “humane“ rights, and of being 
granted a safe space: religious initially, then these 
spaces were appropriated by growing political 
powers, such as French royalty under the rule of 
François the First. With an increase in the number 
of massive population movements, we have seen 
a growing international recognition of the status 
of a refugee (Geneva Convention 1951, 1967 pro-
tocol, ratified by France in 1971). This is the “con-
ventional“ right to asylum; it also gives a status 
to people who are persecuted for reasons such as 
race, religion, opinion. France, which recognised 
the “conventional“ right, albeit with certain pro-
visos, also has a  “constitutional“ asylum (writ-
ten into the Constitution in 1946) which concerns 
people “who are persecuted for their actions in 
favour of liberty“ as well as “subsidiary protec-
tion“ for people who are exposed to inhuman or 
degrading treatment. 

Strangely though, despite the growing number 
of asylum seekers and the growing recognition 
of their rights, we have seen a sharp drop in the 
number of asylum seekers recorded since 2001. 
In 2005, the EU recorded a drop of 46% from the 
2001 figure (Refugee Forum 2006). Why this para-
dox? 

On looking more closely, we note that today, 
more than a question of human rights, the right 
to asylum is a question of economics, and above 
all, of internal politics between the Member States 
and the European Union. This, in turn, creates 
a complex and unclear set of borders and spaces 
for the asylum seeker.
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1.1. Tug of war: the EU versus its Member 
States

The “Common European System of Asylum“ 
is a  major reform the basis of which goes back 
to the constitution of the Common Market. From 
1985 to 1999, the Member States and the Euro-
pean Union (EU) arm-wrestled each other into 
a  first Community policy on migration (which, 
from a legal point of view, did not mean “com-
mon“). The Treaties of Maastricht and Amster-
dam (1991 and 1999) and the Programme of the 
Hague (2005) make up the major milestones of 
the process, with four main directives and one 
European law (cf. the bibliography). These direc-
tives, like the directive 2005/85/CE regarding 
the withdrawal of refugee status, put in place the 
minimum norms that had to be respected. Such 
directives have more or less obliged France to 
revise a  certain number of procedures, for fear 
of being taken to the European Court of Human 
Rights.

Asylum is therefore part of the legal compe-
tencies of the European States and the European 
Union (Amsterdam 1999): the EU is able to pro-
duce texts that are legally binding. This does not 
signal the end of the prerogatives of the Member 
States, however. The interpretation of European 
regulatory frameworks, the handling of individ-
ual files of the migrants, the evaluation of the po-
litical situation in the migrant’s country of origin, 
still vary from country to country. This has se-
riously compromised the “communitisation“ of 
migration policy. The legal framework permits 
the Member States to translate the policy into 
national laws that allow them to establish their 
authority on their own territory – interior as well 
as exterior, such as a  toughening of conditions 
of access to the country. Local interpretation has 
permitted in France, for example, the law of 10 
December 2003 and the decree of 14 August 2004, 
which forbid French citizens to host people in an 
“irregular“ situation (article L–622–1 of the Code 
of entry and stay of foreigners and right to asy-
lum – CESEDA).

As a consequence, the right to asylum has be-
come a very complex and ambiguous right. The 
European law has allowed the States to reinforce 
their prerogatives; yet, on the other hand, the Eu-
ropean Union has also gained the ability to de-

cide autonomously and to counter some of the 
decisions of these same States. 

In France, to make things more complex, the 
right to asylum mixes an administrative right 
with a legal right, creating a veritable legal “Ber-
muda Triangle“ (Eolas, Diary of a Lawyer, 2005). 
This makes the border as applied to the asylum 
seeker one that is managed with doubt and un-
certainty. By using a  few key texts (European 
directives and rulings, laws in France) and by 
reconstructing the “geo-administrative“ path of 
the asylum seeker, it is possible to better under-
stand the nature of this border in France and the 
spaces created by a  right that is undergoing an 
enormous redefinition.

1.2. The long road that leads to … nowhere?

Since 2006, the French immigration policy 
framework has become clearly repressive: prior-
ity is given to economically “useful“ immigra-
tion, relegating everyone else who asks for pro-
tection to the ranks of “useless“ immigration. 
Consequently, the border for asylum seeking 
has become tighter, but also less visible, because 
it now operates initially, and very effectively, at 
a distance.

The first way in which an asylum seeker con-
fronts the French border has two of the classic 
properties of a border:

maintenance at a distance––  – a long-distance bar-
rier for potential asylum seekers; and
filtering––  of asylum seekers at either the exter-
nal borders of the European Union or at the 
main border points if the asylum seeker has 
succeeded, despite everything, and has man-
aged to enter the European territory and get 
to France.
Maintaining the asylum seeker at a  distance 

manifests itself in new and different ways:
a restrictive policy for visas that are issued by ––
the consulates;
coordination of the “management“ of the ex-––
ternal borders of the European Union (FRON-
TEX) as well as a  surveillance system at the 
borders (EUROSUR), which is being tried out 
on the EU extreme southern border;
the existence of spaces where asylum seekers, ––
contrary to what they declare, are not seen to 
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be in danger. This is the idea of “internal asy-
lum“, which is interpreted today as part of the 
territory of origin considered as “safe”; this is 
also the notion of a ”safe country of origin” of 
which France publishes a  regularly updated 
official list, the only country in Europe to do 
so. Any asylum seeker coming from this type 
of space or country cannot submit an applica-
tion; 
the existence of informal camps in the coun-––
tries at the outside extremes of the European 
Union which host transit populations (clearly 
indicated on the updated map of the site Mi-
greurop, http://www.migreurop.org/IMG/
pdf/carte-fr07.pdf). 
These initiatives have given rise to the expres-

sion ”European fortress” with its outposts of dis-
tant camps and detached forts, charged with the 
task of stopping ”the progression” of migrants, 
including asylum seekers. 

The filtering of the candidates for asylum seekers 
when they have succeeded in reaching France is 
the second property of the asylum border that 
also has specific spaces. 

To obtain refugee status in France, an asylum 
seeker has to submit a  file along with a  justifi-
cation to the French Office for the Protection of 
Refugees and the Stateless (Office Français pour 
la Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides, or OFPRA) 
which grants a ”yes” or ”no” for this status. The 
path to this OFPRA application is an elaborate, 
complex, and even confusing process, as we shall 
see below.

There are two types of entry possible in 
France: via controlled border points (aeroplane, 
boat or train) or by other means which are impos-
sible to control systematically. If the asylum can-
didate has passed through a  controlled border 
point, they enter into a procedure called ”border 
asylum” which examines their request up front 
and verifies that it is not ”manifestly” unjusti-
fied (article L221–1 of the Code of entry and stay 
of foreigners and asylum seekers). If the request 
is deemed to be justified, the asylum seeker has 
a number of days to get a file from the Prefecture 
of the region and to deposit it at OFPRA. 

If the asylum candidate arrives in France with-
out being checked, they have to go to a Prefecture 
(in any region in the territory) in order to obtain an 
asylum seeker’s request form and can deposit it at 

OFPRA. Their case is also briefly examined before 
a file for OFPRA is delivered. As a consequence, 
the Prefecture of the region is the essential border 
point which either grants access to OFPRA to these 
asylum seekers, or not. In effect, the Prefecture has 
a number of discretionary powers: verifying the 
conformity of the application; granting a permis-
sion to stay (titre de sejour) without any justifica-
tion, as long as the case is in line with European 
directives; and managing the creation, extension 
and closing of specific places that are dedicated to 
the asylum seekers, the Centres of Administrative 
Retention (CRA) and the Host Centres for Asylum 
Seekers, CADA (1,824 places in 1992, 17,470 places 
in 2005: Refugee Forum, 2006).

A third phase waits for the asylum seeker de-
pending on the decision made by OFPRA. If the 
request is accepted, a  very variable ”titre de se-
jour” is granted (renewable from a few months to 
10 years). If the request is rejected, the foreigner 
is placed in a procedure to go back to the border. 
They can make an appeal against the decision 
and enter into a spiral that is very long with suc-
cessive appeals possible (see Table 1).

For the entire duration of the examination of 
their case, the asylum seeker cannot move around 
on French soil. They are ”conducted” to a Hold-
ing Zone. Previously, these were administratively 
undetermined spaces. Today, the Holding Zone 
is a  clearly identified and defined space using 
regulatory roads. Nonetheless, their status stays 
unclear. The foreign person cannot move freely 
(and is restricted); yet the Holding Zone is not 
a prison as it is not managed by the penitentiary 
administration, and because the person is free to 
take a train or a plane without entering the terri-

Table 1. Successive procedures possible to obtain the 
right to asylum in France (valid in 2008).

1. Submit a request at OFPRA 
2. OFPRA refuses

3. 
Appeal possible at National Court of Asylum 

Seekers (Cour Nationale du Droit d’Asile, or 
CNDA)

4. CNDA refuses
5. Appeal against CNDA decision

6. Appeal possible at State Council (Conseil d’Etat) 
and/or the European Court of Human Rights

7. Negative decision

8. 
Re-examination by OFPRA for new elements 
(without any legal limit in terms of number of 

appeals)
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tory. Like the Holding Zones, Centres of Admin-
istrative Rentention, or CRAs, are not prisons as 
the foreigners can move freely in the spaces that 
are sometimes enclosed with barbed wire. These 
are places where the dismissed asylum seekers, 
people whose papers are being processed, or who 
are being taken back to the border are ”retained”. 
By not being precise from a  juridical point of 
view, these zones seem to be extra-territorial and 
require exceptional procedures. They could be 
considered as sorts of enclaves in the centre of 
national territory, non-territories.

We begin to get a sense of the complexity of 
the border as it applies to the asylum seeker. 
When the border ”fails” in its conventional sense, 
we have started to develop formal territorial and 
administrative ”spaces” that keep the asylum 
seeker ”out” until the matter is settled. In the po-
tentially long process and during a number of ap-
peals that the asylum seeker has a right to engage 
in, their territorial status is ”suspended”. They 
are physically present, but administrative ghosts. 
They are free, but cannot move. We can see them, 
but we do not have the right to host them. They 
exist in a territorial limbo.

An analysis of the concrete case of Strasbourg 
allows us to enrich our understanding of the bor-
der as it exists today. We shall see that the pres-
ence of strong local networks counters this sense 
of territorial suspension, of non-space.

2. Strasbourg: a European city and 
a border city in the east of France 

A look at data from the OFPRA database (Ref-
ugees Forum 2006) shows us the relative popular-
ity of Strasbourg as a destination city for asylum 
seekers. If we consider Alsace where Strasbourg 
is based, we see from Table 2 below that neither 
the Haut Rhin nor Bas Rhin regions that make up 
Alsace appears in the top 10 regions. 

A look at the map (Figure 1) above of popu-
lar metropolitan locations for asylum seekers 
shows again the overwhelming popularity of the 
Paris region (to which we can attach the regions 
of Loiret and Oise). However, here we see Stras-
bourg in fourth place. How can one explain its 
attractiveness? Which asylum seekers does Stras-
bourg attract?

2.1. Strasbourg: a European city in the east of 
France

In 2004, almost 850 files coming from Stras-
bourg were opened at OFPRA. The OFPRA data 
were completed with information from the As-
sociation for Asylum Seekers in Strasbourg 
(Collectif d’Accueil pour les Solliciteurs d’Asile à 
Strasbourg, or CASAS) in order to determine the 

Table 2. Total number of asylum seekers from 1993 to 
2006: the top 20 regions.

Rank Region Total number of ap-
plicants

  1 Ville de Paris 127,352
  2 Seine Saint Denis   41,982
  3 Rhône   20,727
  4 Val d’Oise   20,352
  5 Val de Marne   14,885
  6 Bouches du Rhône   14,065
  7 Hauts de Seine   10,599
  8 Essonne   10,111
  9 Seine et Marne     9,919
10 DOM / TOM     9,744
11 Yvelines     8,707
12 Bas Rhin     7,641
13 Nord     7,236
14 Seine Maritime     6,298
15 Haute Garonne     6,264
16 Loiret     5,904
17 Alpes Maritimes     5,292
18 Loire Atlantique     5,174
19 Haut Rhin     4,651
20 Oise     4,274

Source: OFPRA, in Refugees Forum (2006).

Figure 1. Number of files opened at the Prefecture from 
1993 to 2006: the top 20 regions.
Source: OFPRA – DGDDI / Anafe.
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origin of the applicants. The statistics provided 
by CASAS do not exactly match the number of 
asylum-seeker files opened at OFPRA that origi-
nated from Strasbourg. Nonetheless, the figures 
are close: 965 people registered by CASAS versus 
843 files opened at OFPRA (Table 3). In addition, 
the interviews with asylum seekers conducted 
by the organisation allow us to understand their 
presence in the city.

A comparison of the top ten nationalities of 
asylum seekers in Strasbourg versus the whole of 
France gives us some insight. Six nationalities of 
asylum seekers are those from the eastern edges 
of the EU. The geographic location of Strasbourg 
makes it a step, or a rallying point, along one of 
the routes of migrants that come from Eastern 
Europe. 

2.2. Links to local communities and the 
Prefecture

So where exactly do the asylum seekers come 
from? Russia is at the top of the table. The Prefec-
ture at Strasbourg, and this is no secret, has regu-
larly shown itself to be receptive to the drama in 
Chechnya. The work of associations and the com-
munity, which never ceases to grow, helps the 
new arrivals. Networks of human smugglers are 
aware of this and target the destination. An oppo-
site case: Moldavia, in 9th place in the table of asy-
lum seekers in France, and almost nonexistent in 

Strasbourg. The geographic location of this coun-
try should bring asylum seekers to Strasbourg, 
yet CASAS saw only six people in 2004, four in 
2005 and four in 2006. In this case, the reception 
at the Prefecture is not particularly welcoming, 
the community is nonexistent, and the networks 
of smugglers have their points of reference in 
other places. China, Haiti and Sri Lanka are also 
not very present in Strasbourg as their nationals 
come to France by air, and so principally to Paris. 
Nevertheless, Strasbourg records all the major na-
tionalities that are present in France (Congolese, 
Angolan) which have their own community links 
(in particular the Congolese and Armenians).

2.3. Home of the European Court of Human 
Rights

For some, this positive French image embod-
ied by Strasbourg is further enhanced by the pres-
ence of the Court of Human Rights, as though the 
presence of this Court could not but reinforce the 
principles that are already established and alive 
in Strasbourg society.

The interviews with asylum seekers conduct-
ed in 2007 by CASAS confirm that for many peo-
ple France still has an image of the ”Country of 
Human Rights” and so will protect them. Thus 
we see asylum seekers who want absolutely to 
come to France and stop in Strasbourg. Others, 
for financial reasons, are abandoned in Stras-

Table 3. Top 10 nationalities of asylum seekers in France and Strasbourg in 2004

Rank

France: asylum seeker files (OFPRA) Strasbourg: people seen by CASAS

Country of origin Number 
of files Country of origin

People 
seen by 
CASAS

Number 
of OFPRA 

files 
opened

1 Turkey 4,409 Russia 134 116
2 China 4,188 Armenia 120   60
3 Algeria 3,702 Georgia   79   50
4 DR Congo 3,353 Congo- Brazzaville   47   19
5 Haiti 3,067 Turkey   47   27

6
Former republics of Yugoslavia 
(excluding Bosnia-Herzegovina 

and Serbia-Kosovo)
2,378 Cameroon   40   23

7 Russia 2,165 RD Congo   36   32
8 Sri Lanka 2,090 Azerbaijan   34   25
9 Moldavia 2,058 Angola   32   10
10 Bosnia-Herzegovina 2,012 Serbia-Kosovo   28   12

Source: OFPRA and CASAS.
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bourg by smugglers whereas their journey was 
intended for Paris. As a consequence, Strasbourg 
is a real eastern gateway to France.

2.4. Empathetic and active associations for 
historical reasons

Traditionally, Strasbourg has not been a city 
of immigration but rather one of emigration. The 
last three Franco-German wars had the effect of 
delocalising populations, sometimes in a  very 
permanent manner: emigration after 1871, the ex-
pulsion of Germans, even those born on French 
soil, following the Treaty of Versailles. The 1939 
exodus to the south of France (approximately 
380,000 Strasbourgeois and inhabitants of the 
border regions of Saint-Louis and Lauterberg) 
put many people from Alsace in the position of 
being in exile. The administrative, religious and 
political structures that were unique to Alsace, 
well organised and very active, were temporar-
ily reconstructed (the provisional Municipality of 
Strasbourg in Perigeux, for example). It is there-
fore no coincidence that one of the largest associ-
ations today for the defence of migrants in France 
was created by Protestants from Alsace in 1939: 
the CIMADE. Today, Strasbourg proposes a net-
work of associations that are very active in this 
area: the Education Without Borders Network 
(RESF, or Réseau Education Sans Frontière), the As-
sociation for Asylum Seekers in Strasbourg (CA-
SAS, or Collectif d’Accueil pour les Solliciteurs d’Asile 
à Strasbourg), the Orientation Centre for Asylum 
Seekers (CODA, or the Centre d’orientation pour 
les demandeurs d’asile), and THEMIS, an associa-
tion set up to uphold children’s rights and which 
takes care of children that have been separated 
from their asylum-seeking parents. 

Strasbourg is therefore identified as both a city 
belonging to France and a  EU border locality. 
What set it apart, above all, are the specific char-
acteristics of the local society: well-established 
communities, associations, and their actions.

Given the presence of a great number of asy-
lum seekers in Strasbourg, we can look at a fur-
ther evolution of the border, with examples of 
how it applies in Strasbourg. We can use it to test 
the hypothesis that a new type of border is cre-
ated in the heart of our daily territories: one that 

keeps out the asylum seeker. This border sepa-
rates our well-organised and well-adapted terri-
tories (for European Union citizens and guests) 
from the every day ”non-territories” of asylum 
seekers marked by instability and uncertainty.

3. A new border: controlling the time 
and everyday space of the asylum 
seeker

So far, we have considered the creation of 
a  territorial limbo, a  ”non-space” in which the 
asylum seeker finds himself or herself, and how 
links with local associations and community in-
frastructure counter the sensation of adminis-
trative ”weightlessness” during the application 
process. This explains the remarkable popularity 
of Strasbourg as a destination for refugees. 

Here we look at a more conceptual, but none-
theless very real border created through the man-
agement of the everyday spaces that the asylum 
seeker finds himself in. We see that our relation-
ship, familiarity and control of time in our eve-
ryday spaces are essential to establishing a sense 
of ownership and belonging. What better way to 
continue keeping the asylum seeker ”out” than to 
disrupt the possible relationship he can establish 
with his everyday spaces, particularly through 
the manipulation of his time? To explore this 
idea, we use the concept of everyday territory or 
space based on the theories of Di Méo (1996) and 
Lefebvre (1974). 

The first idea brings up the concepts of own-
ership and belonging (Di Méo). A place is owned 
when it is familiar and we can control or manage 
it: the codes and points of reference allow us to 
evolve within it in safely and, importantly, with-
out too much risk of being excluded. The main 
codes are integrated or built-in; very often we are 
not even conscious of them. 

Belonging to a territory is linked to the position 
that one has in a group. One’s role and position 
determine the nature of one’s relationships with 
others, and their recognition. Territory is defined 
as a  “spatial self which demarcates each group 
with a geographical base” (Di Méo 1996); a net-
work of social spatial relations that corresponds 
to the needs of a human being: to nourish one-
self physically, mentally, emotionally; to sleep; to 
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preserve and protect one’s body (care, hygiene, 
clothing). Temporal rhythms, symbolic reference 
points and familiar spaces organise the territory 
and reinforce the sense of ownership.

Lefebvre (1974) suggests another concept: that 
of everyday territory or space. He sees space as 
a social product that in turn shapes society. It is 
a triplicity which forms a whole composed of 1) 
representations of space: the conceptual space of ur-
ban planners, with its own codes and signs and 
symbols that have been intellectually drawn up 
to organise our interactions; 2) spatial practice: this 
refers to spatial relationships between objects and 
products, and therefore to our use of everyday 
space, which has a certain coherence and which 
allows us to guarantee a  certain competence 
and performance as members of society that use 
the space; and 3) representation spaces: these are 
spaces which are the lived experiences that come 
about as a  result of interactions between repre-
sentations of space and spatial practices. 

Unavoidably, the asylum seeker creates links 
with his everyday territory at the heart of which 
he goes about his business, which can take sever-
al months, considering the time of examination of 
his file by OFPRA and the different appeals that 
may take place. He will begin to own the space 
which he needs to master, with the help of the 
associations or his friends. He starts to knit so-
cial relationships that become part of his anchor-
age. His daily activities oblige him to become fa-
miliar with the new codes and signs which can 
start to organise his new environment, little by 
little, to the consternation of certain people. He 
has a means to start to move out of his territorial 
limbo. 

3.1. Control of time as a border

The structuration theory of Giddens (1984, 
French transl. 2005) takes the idea further by cut-
ting across three dimensions that are at the heart 
of the matter: daily life, space, and time. Specifi-
cally, Giddens proposes that physical co-presence 
in space is no longer imperative for a social activ-
ity. One could be present virtually, at a distance. 
The binding factor in the creation of social activi-
ties is therefore time. We see this idea elaborated 
below:

Space and time are separate in modern soci-––
ety: social activity is no longer attached to the 
simultaneous presence in a place. Today, it is 
characterised by the extraction of social rela-
tions from their usual contexts and their re
creation in a new type of time-space (Giddens 
uses the expression ”spatial-temporal fields”, 
2006: 30).
So from now on spaces are fed by a quantity ––
of relations at a distance, without co-presence, 
the structuration of these new space-times are 
not possible except in time, the foundation of 
the control of space (Giddens 2006: 27).
For the asylum seeker, this final, personal and 

everyday border is not the classical barrier or fil-
ter as he is within the territory. Here the border 
is a lack of control or inability to manage his own 
time, which in turn renders it impossible for him 
to create a relationship with space that is personal 
and social. This border is imposed in the follow-
ing ways.

3.2. Uncertainty around time: the deadline

The coordination of time of the asylum-seeking 
process uses an extremely useful tool: the dead-
line. It organises the time of the asylum seeker in 
an extremely restrictive manner because missing 
out on a deadline is the equivalent of being ex-
cluded from the system. It imposes travel (expen-
sive from Strasbourg) on fixed dates; responses or 
procedures that have to be made in fixed periods 
of time; organised waiting (spending an entire 
night at the Prefecture is a  common occurrence 
in Strasbourg and in other cities). “Theoretical 
deadlines are the weapon for fighting against lib-
erties while pretending to be a democrat” (Eolas, 
Diary of a Lawyer). We can illustrate this with an 
example: asylum seekers, in keeping with Euro-
pean rights, can make an appeal at the National 
Court of Asylum (Cour Nationale de la Demande 
d’Asile, CNDA). The conditions for filing an ap-
peal at the CNDA have become more demand-
ing as of autumn 2007. Now the asylum seeker 
has a deadline of 15 days (compared with 30 days 
previously) after the decision of OFPRA, which 
comes to him via a registered letter. The deadline 
starts from the first attempt to deliver the letter. 
The letter is only sent by post and the 15 days 
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include the delivery time. Any file that misses the 
deadline is not examined. In effect, this shortens 
the time available to file an appeal. In the same 
way, the so called ”priority” procedures have not 
stopped multiplying. According to the French In-
terior Minister at the European Court of Human 
Rights, 89% of the requests in the Holding Zone 
were examined in less than 4 days. The time of 
the asylum seeker is thus extremely restricted by 
precise milestones, which are as much as threats 
of exclusion from the system. These milestones 
will determine his space and indirectly control 
him. Without any help from others (friends, par-
ents, associations, lawyers, and so on) it is almost 
impossible for an asylum seeker to complete the 
process. Here we understand the importance of 
the host centre and the links that he makes eve-
ryday.

3.3. Uncertainty around space: housing

The coordination of the space of an asylum 
seeker is equally marked by similar milestones 
that determine his time; his space is characterised 
this time by great instability. One extremely re-
vealing example is housing. Even though admit-
tedly the number of places at the Welcome Cen-
tre (CADA) has increased, there is never enough 
housing. The assignment to a CADA place is not 
regionalised: a request is subject to the whim of 
places that are free, no matter where they are. An 
asylum seeker who has opened a file in Strasbourg 
may find himself overnight at the other end of 
France, abruptly cut off from any social links that 
he may have managed to establish. If access to 
CADA is not possible, he is put up in a hotel with 
the obligation to move every 15 days (this is the 
norm in Strasbourg), or in emergency shelters. 
So instability is terms of housing is the rule. The 
sense of instability is reinforced by police surveil-
lance in the places frequented by asylum seekers. 
The premises of associations regularly have Air 
and Border Police on duty in the vicinity. Even 
if the asylum seeker is not in an irregular situa-
tion, he lives in fear of being checked, with un-
predictable consequences. He has to change his 
routine, and sometimes avoid going to those pre-
cious places where he has succeeded in creating 
his first social contacts. The coordination of the 

daily time of an asylum seeker is thus character-
ised by strong instability, which seems rather to 
be an ”un-coordination” of time.

The associations which come to the assistance 
of asylum seekers unwittingly participate in this 
”un-coordination”. They manage to respond in an 
emergency using their reactivity and flexibility: 
mobilising militants and volunteers, with a capa-
bility of using the information networks of differ-
ent institutions. In December 2007, for example, 
in the light of an unexpected influx of Chechen 
refugees, the associations in Strasbourg collected 
emergency funds and organised housing at a ho-
tel for families that would have otherwise been 
left in the street. By providing a  solution when 
the system fails (which in turn could potentially 
bring the dramatic nature of the system to the at-
tention of the public and media), the associations 
involuntarily contribute to re-enforcing the bor-
der created through the ”un-coordination” of the 
daily time of the asylum seeker.

Conclusion

Asylum seeking raises questions for the geog-
rapher and his or her conceptions of space and 
border. A first conclusion is obvious: if we had 
any doubts, the State’s control over its borders 
does not disappear. The French state, like others, 
uses European arrangements to its own advan-
tage, with limits, however. French citizens have 
a  sense of expansion: easy mobility and disap-
pearing borders. However, the path of an asylum 
seeker in France demonstrates how different this 
scenario could be. For the asylum seeker, the Eu-
ropean border system extends its barriers and 
its specific spaces outside the Union in order to 
prevent him from leaving his own country. The 
system develops other barriers and other spaces 
on the inside of the Union (such as the Holding 
Zone, this non-territory) to keep the asylum seek-
er ”out”.

Strasbourg is an excellent location to exam-
ine this dichotomy. A capital city at the heart 
of the European Union, it attracts an unusually 
high number of asylum seekers primarily as it 
is a  French city, with France being seen as the 
”home of human rights”. We find that the city of-
fers a special social network imbued with its rich 
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history, and a migrant culture. It brings together 
the associations, communities and Prefectural 
authorities that are open to dialogue with cer-
tain nationalities. Information circulates among 
smugglers and asylum seekers, who use this lo-
cation in a preferential way. Communities can be 
reinforced and attract more people, reinforcing 
the image of asylum seekers as “burden” people 
who believe in “chosen immigration“, or “immi-
gration choisi“.

However, as soon as the asylum seeker suc-
ceeds in arriving on our territory in spite of all 
the obstacles, what do we do with him? He has 
managed to produce a  coherent story that pro-
tects him from being sent back to the border: here 
“among us“, in the heart of our everyday ter-
ritories with which he will start to create links. 
We create a new border for him during the time 
that his asylum seeker’s case is being considered, 
a time that can be prolonged in a significant man-
ner if it involves appeals. The asylum seeker is 
“enclosed“ in a daily space that is extremely con-
strained by administrative rules, which, if they 
are not respected, will expel him. 

But what if the great poverty that we are keep-
ing out with our borders was not economic? Do 
not our territories deprive themselves of an im-
mense richness, that of hospitality? According to 
Derrida (1997), hospitality should have no limits, 
it should be essentially private, and should in-
spire the laws that govern us.

“At first you float like in a  weightless state. 
You have become a  foreign body, a  peddler of 
yourself. A vagabond of space and time. You are 
a wanderer, a shadow without a shadow, with-
out documents, without a face and without age... 
But sooner or later, you will throw down your 
anchor. House your shadow, set down your suit-
cases. You cling to every day. Face the looks of 
other while occupying their territory. Tame their 
tolerance. Learn to become formless. Take from 
time to time the colour of the wall to allow your-
self to forget”.

Source: Beloved country of my childhood, Words 
of the uprooted, Gueno (2005)
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