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Abstract

This research examines the ways the hostile environment in the UK utilises domestic violence as a deter-
rent measure, weaponising this endemic form of interpersonal violence against migrant women. I argue that
the state’s own processes of accountability and responsibility for domestic violence fatalities, and the active
exclusion of migrant women from state-provided services that are key in intervening in cases of domestic
violence, are sufficient for domestic violence against migrant women to be constituted as state violence. I
frame this in the context of what an ontological security approach can offer to our understanding of the
multiplicity of encounters and experiences that migrant women have with a state apparatus that is designed
to offer both security and accountability to address the particularly gendered insecurity of domestic vio-
lence. The active exclusion of migrant women from these monitoring mechanisms embeds both an affective
and a very real empirical insecurity in the lives of migrant women. This ontological insecurity is both inside
and outside of state, making ontological security for some while unmaking it for others.

Keywords: domestic violence; insecurity; migration; ontological security; state violence

Introduction

Migrants in insecure status are more likely to experience violence than the general population.' In
part this is due to constructed vulnerabilities along migration routes, and in part it is due to state
enforcement mechanisms both at the border and internal to the state. The security-immigration
nexus has been well established in academic literature,” but attention specifically to violence tends

"Marika McAdam, Combating Violence against Migrants (New York: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015);
Alexandria Innes, Sophie Carlisle, Hannah Manzur, et al., ‘Prevalence of physical violence against people in insecure migration
status: A systematic review and meta-analysis, PLOS ONE, 19:3 (2024), p. €0300189.

’N. Hiemstra, ‘Performing homeland security within the US immigrant detention system, Environment and Planning
D: Society & Space, 32:4 (2014), pp. 571-88; Georgios Karyotis and Stratos Patrikios, ‘Religion, securitization and
anti-immigration attitudes: The case of Greece, Journal of Peace Research, 47:1 (2010), pp. 43-57; Didier Bigo,
‘Security and immigration: Toward a critique of the governmentality of unease, Alternatives, 27:1_suppl (2002),
pp. 63-92; Didier Bigo and Elspeth Guild, Controlling Frontiers: Free Movement into and within Europe (London:
Routledge, 2005), available at: {https://www.routledge.com/Controlling-Frontiers-Free-Movement-Into-and-Within-Europe/
Guild-Bigo/p/book/9780754630111}; Jef Huysmans, The Politics of Insecurity: Fear, Migration and Asylum in the EU (London:
Routledge, 2006), available at: {https://www.routledge.com/The-Politics-of-Insecurity-Fear-Migration-and-Asylum-in-the-
EU/Huysmans/p/book/9780415361255}; Alexandria J. Innes, ‘When the threatened become the threat: The construction of
asylum seekers in British media narratives, International Relations, 24:4 (2010), pp. 456-77; Heather L. Johnson, Borders,
Asylum and Global Non-Citizenship: The Other Side of the Fence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
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to be absent. This is true of International Relations (IR) literature generally,’ but also of ontological
security studies specifically. In this research, I consider what an ontological security approach can
offer to our understanding of the security-immigration nexus, with particular attention to state
violence against migrants and the intersectional inequalities that are reproduced by the operation
of state violence. In particular, I attend to the way in which domestic violence has been adopted as
an immigration deterrent mechanism, a phenomenon that conventionally has not been attended
to in migration studies. Work has focused on where migrants are more vulnerable to escalating
and prolonged situations of domestic violence than the citizen population.* I develop this empir-
ical work to critically assess how this violence forms part of a continuum of state violence against
migrants. Ultimately, I suggest that the state weaponises domestic violence as part of the arsenal of
immigration deterrence, which directly targets migrant women.

To build this argument, I adopt the state’s own framework for assessing state responsibility for
domestic violence due to missed opportunities for intervention in fatal domestic violence, in the
form of Domestic Homicide Reviews. I consider two tandem processes of ontological security that
together use violence to underwrite state sovereignty and identity: that which is endogenous to the
state, making identity and offering insight into sometimes counterintuitive security acts;> and that
which is exogenous to the state, explaining state action through the position of the state relative to
its self-understanding in the international community.® My approach holds that limiting discussion
to either the state or to understanding the state-society nexus as the driver of state action has the
effect of reproducing extant inequality and of making insecurity within society in order to present a
cohesion outside of society. Drawing critical attention to the relationship between these processes I
argue that ontological (in)security is violent in its expression, and that this violence calcifies existing
inequality and division. This phenomenon can be most plainly seen in violence against migrants.

We are familiar with the shocking violence against migrants happening at the border, and there
have been many reports through the years of horrific deaths in the Mediterranean, on migrant
routes through the Sinai desert, and through the Northern Triangle of Central America. There
is evidence that migrants in insecure status experience violence more frequently than the citizen
population, and when they do experience violence, they have little recourse to the law, or to the
necessary support services.” States are responsible for or complicit in this violence: either as the
perpetrator in the form of policy and practice, or as the responsible agent through withdrawal
of normal violence prevention measures that are afforded to citizens (such as policing and social
services).

State violence against migrants is a symbol of the state’s legitimacy: an expression of sovereignty
and therefore of the right to use fatal violence in the name of security. This is an exogenously repro-
duced marker of the state’s ontological security as a conceptual unit around which global politics
are organised and legitimised. These performative acts of violence solidify the state in a world
of human movement that challenges the state. The authorisation for these acts of violence comes
through appeal to endogenous insecurity: ontologically insecure populations accept violence as a

?Claire Thomas, ‘Why don’t we talk about “violence” in international relations?, Review of International Studies, 37:4 (2011),
pp. 1815-36.

*Sundari Anitha, ‘No recourse, no support: State policy and practice towards South Asian women facing domestic vio-
lence in the UK, British Journal of Social Work, 40 (2010), pp. 462-79; Sundari Anitha, ‘Legislating gender inequalities: The
nature and patterns of domestic violence experienced by South Asian women with insecure immigration status in the United
Kingdom, Violence against Women, 17:10 (2011), pp. 1260-85; Halliki Voolma, “I must be silent because of residency”: Barriers
to escaping domestic violence in the context of insecure immigration status in England and Sweden;, Violence against Women,
24:15 (2018), pp. 1830-50; S. Vasil, “I came here, and it got worse day by day”: Examining the intersections between migrant
precarity and family violence among women with insecure migration status in Australia, Violence against Women, 30:10 (2023),
Pp. 2482-510.

*Brent J Steele, Ontological Security in International Relations: Self-Identity and the IR State (London: Routledge, 2008).

% Ayse Zarakol, ‘Ontological (in)security and state denial of historical crimes: Turkey and Japan, International Relations, 24:1
(2010), pp. 3-23.

"McAdam, ‘Combating violence against migrants’; Innes et al., ‘Prevalence of physical violence against people in insecure
migration status’
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necessary means to alleviating threat, and this violence reinforces the illusion of a cohesive soci-
ety connected to the territory and identity of the state to continuously make an endogenously and
exogenously recognised ‘self” that is nevertheless incomplete. Internal (in)security is remade and
maintained though ritualistic acts of identity-making, and through micropolitical bureaucratic acts
that serve as daily reminders of the integrity of the state and the need for constant vigilance. The
case in point for this study is the UK’s hostile environment, referring to the collection of immigra-
tion policies first introduced in 2012 by then UK Home Secretary Theresa May, who also coined
the referential term. These policies grew in scope over the subsequent decade, most recently in the
Illegal Migration Act 2023. The hostile environment, and similar deterrent mechanisms adopted
in other states, play on an endogenous ontological insecurity and are used to justify performative
violence at the borders that exogenously declares ontological security not for an individual state,
but for the state as the legitimate authority. I argue that forms of violence against migrants that
are sanctioned - either actively or tacitly — by the state are weaponised as part of the arsenal of
deterrence. By knowingly and intentionally withholding protection from violence from migrants
with the objective of immigration deterrence, the state is not just complicit in that violence but
is weaponising it. When the state withholds protection, there are two consequent assumptions to
consider: the first is that the state is willing to sacrifice migrant victims of violence in order to deter
future migrants; the second is that the state intends to compel existing migrants to regularise and
secure their status (which is often not possible) or to leave. Both of these assumptions use vio-
lence to compel a preferred outcome. I argue that the weaponisation of domestic violence against
migrant women can be explained in the context of an understanding of performative ontological
security.

In what follows I examine the scope for turning attention to (state) violence against migrants in
the context of ontological security. I look at two dimensions of ontological security: (1) performa-
tive acts of violence as a mechanism of exogenous ontological security at the conceptual level of
the state; and (2) the M6bius ribbon (an analogy borrowed from Didier Bigo)® of ontological inse-
curity that remakes security through ritualistic practices and ‘little security nothings™ that rely on
exclusion and simultaneously justify acts of violence to maintain that exclusion. I then consider the
intersection of these two dimensions, where ‘little security nothings’ constitute violence and appro-
priate existing violence. I argue that internal, societal security-making practices endogenous to the
state that rely on maintaining a discursive threat and an anxiety-laden insecurity are a continuation
of the external security practices that make the state by performing the legitimate use of violence.
As will be shown below, both of these routes to ontological security are violent in their expression:
performative violence exogenously constitutes the unit of the state as holding the authority on the
use of force, while these units host societies that pursue an always-ontologically-insecure selthood,
using violence to stymie forces that threaten or transgress such a sense of self.

Ontological security and violence against migrants

Without rehearsing the ontological security sub-paradigm, and the plethora of interventions it has
harvested, my approach here focuses on narrative and performative ontological security and looks
at two dimensions that together elucidate the continuous and evident violence against migrants
both inside and outside of the state. The first considers ontological security exogenously derived,
in which state identity and actions can be explained by exogenous forces that act upon state iden-
tity and shape the state’s way of being in the world. However, as will be clarified in the next section,

Didier Bigo, “The Mobius ribbon of internal and external security(ies), in Mathias Albert, David Jacobson, and Yosef
Lapid (eds), Identities, Borders, Orders, NED-New edition, vol. 18, Rethinking International Relations Theory (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2001), pp. 91-116.

°Jef Huysmans, ‘What's in an act? On security speech acts and little security nothings, Security Dialogue, 42:4-5 (2011),
pp. 371-83.
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my approach departs from the assumption that states can be agents with a sense of selthood'® and
instead considers this observable behaviour as a way of continuously remaking legitimacy for the
system of power we refer to as the state. Rather than looking at the ontological security of one state
that is produced or protected through state actions that respond to its relational position in the
world, I instead consider how these actions serve to maintain and reinforce the notion that vio-
lence is legitimate when authorised by the state; that is, the legitimate use of violence to reinforce
the modern Western ideology of sovereignty, citizenship, and legal belonging. Investment in this
ideology forms the basis of state-based political identities, and therefore maintenance of the ideol-
ogy is crucial for ontological security for the state, practised in the state-society nexus, and reliant
on the legitimacy of the state generically. It is particularly relevant in the context of migration
because migrants, most acutely when travelling without state authorisation, are actively excluded
from state-based political identities. By claiming unauthorised international mobility, migrants
transgress the norms of the global system," and their presence calls to question the unit of the
state. When violence against migrants is uncontested or legitimised, it remakes the ontological
security of the sovereign state unit.

Legitimacy locates power and permits some actors and ideologies to retain power over others.
As Zarakol argues, the state both provides and seeks ontological security.'* The modern state is the
primary ontological security provider (although this hasn’t always been the case), and sovereignty
derives from this role. If challenge to that role arises in the form of institutionalised authority, then
the state must seek ontological security to maintain its political authority over the monopoly on
the use of violence. The state as a unit is steeped in violence: states hold the right to kill individuals
to protect their existence and have normalised sacrificial death in the form of standing armies.
Performative violence against migrants is one mechanism of state violence to maintain the state
as the primary ontological security provider. Yet such a state-centric approach homogenises the
population at multiple levels of abstraction. It locates ontological security provision by states for
people, and therefore populations within states have shared defining characteristics connecting
them to the national territorial unit through which ontological security is sought and reproduced
on a societal level.

This leads to the second dimension: ontological security produced endogenously to the state
and attached to identity-making within the state. Here, I turn to the insights of the Lacanian
approach to ontological insecurity as a form of existential anxiety that is made by the constant
lack of the solidified self,” requiring the constant remaking of it; for example, through acts of
identity-making, memorialisation, rituals, and icons.'* That connection to the national territorial
unit is always incomplete and therefore societies are always ontologically insecure, in ways that
might be normalised as existential anxiety or pathologised as ontological insecurity.”” Kinnvall
and Mitzen suggest that anxiety precedes fear and leaves space for political possibilities that are
not only characterised by fight-or-flight security responses driven by fear.'® While fear produces

" Ayse Zarakol, ‘States and ontological security: A historical rethinking, Cooperation and Conflict, 52:1 (2017), pp. 48-68;
Adam B. Lerner, ‘What’s it like to be a state? An argument for state consciousness, International Theory, 13:2 (2021), pp. 260-86.

"Johnson, Borders, Asylum and Global Non-Citizenship, p. 20; Nicholas De Genova, “The queer politics of migration:
Reflections on “illegality” and incorrigibility, Studies in Social Justice, 4:2 (2010), pp. 101-26.

"?Zarakol, ‘States and ontological security’

Nina C. Krickel-Choi, “The concept of anxiety in ontological security studies, International Studies Review, 24:3 (2022),
p. viac013; Karl Gustafsson and Nina C. Krickel-Choi, ‘Returning to the roots of ontological security: Insights from the
existentialist anxiety literature, European Journal of International Relations, 26:3 (2020), pp. 875-95.

"Maria Milksoo, “Memory must be defended”: Beyond the politics of mnemonical security’, Security Dialogue, 46:3 (2015),
pp. 221-37; Brent J. Steele, ‘Welcome home! Routines, ontological insecurity and the politics of US military reunion videos,
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 32:3 (2019), pp. 322-43; Brent J. Steele and Jelena Subotic, ‘Icons and ontological
(in)security, European Journal of International Security, 9:2 (2024), pp. 143-59.

"Gustafsson and Krickel-Choi, ‘Returning to the roots of ontological security’

"*Catarina Kinnvall and Jennifer Mitzen, ‘Anxiety, fear, and ontological security in world politics: Thinking with and beyond
Giddens, International Theory, 12:2 (2020), pp. 240-56.
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an emotional reflex, anxiety asks how can I stop feeling fearful, a more reflective response. Yet an
anxious society is responsive to a politics of fear. Bolton draws on Durkheim and the nation as a
quasi-religious affective environment to suggest that the ontological aspect of security is produced
through a sacred moral order that belongs to the state.'” The discursive reproduction of threat to
this affective and sacred moral order produces fear responses. While work in ontological secu-
rity attends to this is the context of trauma and crisis,'® this is in parallel with a shift to consider
the political potential of ontological insecurity in the context of a normalised existential anxiety."
Nevertheless, I problematise that political potential by returning to the problem of the homogeni-
sation of the population, which reveals that normalised existential anxiety and the underpinning
ontological insecurity relies on violence against minoritised populations to provide the illusion
of stability and cohesive selthood. This violence is a continuation of the explicit violence against
migrants at the borders that remakes ontological security for the unit of the state itself, that is, not
any state in particular, but the state as the ordering unit of international and domestic politics.
These forms of violence are bound together to protect the sanctity of the state and to justify that
protection in the making of a homogeneous identity. The constant practice of ontological security
seeking for society maintains an anxiety that justifies violence against groups that are discursively
constituted as a threat to that affective security.

I juxtapose these two dimensions of ontological security seeking in the context of attending to
the violence they produce in the continuous maintenance of ontological security for the sovereign
state in the first instance, and the continuous seeking of it within state-based societies in the second.
Here, acts and narratives of ontological security are not a response to violence, or an explanation
for violence, but are violent. The exogenous unit of the ontologically secure state can be identi-
fied through the uncontested acts of violence that the state is sanctioned to perform, that the state
relies on to reproduce its role as ontological security provider, and which intensify if that ontolog-
ical security is under threat for a single state actor, not because of the particular actor but because
the threat is against the unit of the state and its sovereign authority to protect its borders applicable
to all states. The endogenous processes of ontological security map more closely to the Lacanian
conceptualisation of a constant existential anxiety.”” The violence in the latter is one of exclusion,
including exclusion from the normal forms of protection from violence provided to society by
the state via its various agencies, institutions, bureaucracies, and services. Violence against and
exclusion of outsiders is sanctioned as an extension of state sovereignty. Violence is perpetrated
against challenges posed to the state, both challenges constituted exogenously and endogenously
and exemplified in forms of violence against migrants and, specifically in the context of this study,
migrant women. In the next section, I develop the concept of state violence and articulate the nor-
malised state violence against migrant women to show that violence and inequality are necessarily
the substance of ontological security.

State violence

It is worth offering a brief conceptualisation of the state in order to specify the term in the con-
text of agency and accountability for violence. The state is of course central to IR, often as the

“Derek Bolton, “The unbearable lightness of being? Reconfiguring the moral underpinnings and sources of ontological
security, International Theory, 15:2 (2023), pp. 234-62.

"Jelena Suboti¢, ‘Political memory, ontological security, and Holocaust remembrance in post-communist Europe,
European Security, 27:3 (2018), pp. 296-313, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2018.1497980}; Alexandria Innes,
‘Accounting for inequalities: Divided selves and divided states in International Relations’ 29:3 (2023), pp. 651-72.

PKinnvall and Mitzen, Anxiety, fear, and ontological security in world politics’; Bahar Rumelili, Conflict Resolution and
Ontological Security: Peace Anxieties (London: Routledge, 2015); Bahar Rumelili, ‘Integrating anxiety into International
Relations theory: Hobbes, existentialism, and ontological security’, International Theory, 12:2 (2020), pp. 257-72; Jelena Suboti¢
and Brent J. Steele, ‘Moral injury in international relations, Journal of Global Security Studies, 3:4 (2018), pp. 387-401.

*Krickel-Choi, “The concept of anxiety in ontological security studies’
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unit of analysis.”! For Lake, simplifying the state into a unitary actor can render complex analysis
readily explicable.”” Lerner adopts a similar logic in his argument for a pragmatic notion of state
consciousness, because the entity of the state is ‘irreducible to individuals’*® In contrast, I suggest
that simplifying the state obscures, or even uses, the violence that the state relies on to secure its
continued existence. States do violence against people, yet if those people are not housed under
the umbrella of a state, the violence is hidden, or visible but legitimised beneath the veil of state
sovereignty and the legitimate use of force. Here, I use the shorthand term ‘the state’ throughout
this paper but refer to a complex system of power that comprises an international identity perceived
as a cohesive unit and unitary actor, with a fragmented internal institutional structure including
agencies where state power is devolved into particular services (for example, these might include
social services, policing, and education) or geographic areas, and key decision-making individu-
als or collectives of individuals. The state cannot bear agency as a unitary actor, but the system
of power that comprises the state can be held responsible and accountable for actions that can
be traced to institutionalised systemic processes rather than unauthorised individual choices. For
example, this might involve recognising that police violence, deaths in immigration detention, or
health inequities that lead to early and unexpected death are systemic rather that the result of
isolated deviant cases.

Modern sovereignty constructs the system of power that is manifest in the unit of the state as
holding a monopoly on the use of force. Force — and, if resisted, violence - is generally accepted
as part of the role of the state. The state is dually constructed as maintaining public order and
providing security. Those who threaten and transgress state-constructed order are met with a dis-
play of force, that is, violence. Torres characterises state violence in three areas: political violence
and repression, genocide, and legal violence.* Political violence is usually against specific political
or religious groups that the state perceives as a threat, or against minoritised groups (and, simul-
taneously, minoritising processes might be understood as a form of state violence). Genocide is
totalitarian violence against an entire group or population, ‘most simply defined as the denial of
the right of existence to an entire human group’? Genocidal violence is targeted, systematised, and
intended to be fatal both at the individual and collective level. Legal violence for Torres is based
on the exclusion it engenders. Drawing from Agamben,* she pinpoints where the rule of law con-
stitutes sovereignty and in doing so enacts sovereign violence. Yet if we conceptualise the state as
a system of power, the idea of state violence becomes necessarily more complex. For example, one
could argue that violence against migrants could be simultaneously characterised as political vio-
lence (reinforcing the political unit of the state); genocidal in the characteristics of being targeted,
systematised, and often fatal®” against a group the perpetrator characterises as a collective, and tar-
gets because of their membership in that collective; and legal violence as it is endorsed by the rule
of sovereign immigration law.

ZDavid A. Lake, “The state and international relations, SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY, 28 June 2007); J. David Singer,
‘The level-of-analysis problem in international relations, World Politics, 14:1 (1961), pp. 77-92.

’Lake, ‘The state and international relations’

ZLerner, ‘What's it like to be a state?’

M. Gabriela Torres, ‘State violence, in A. Javier Trevifio (ed.) The Cambridge Handbook of Social Problems, vol. 2
(Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 381-98.

*Torres, ‘State violence.

*Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1998).

“Thom Davies, Arshad Isakjee, and Surindar Dhesi, “Violent inaction: The necropolitical experience of refugees in Europe,
Antipode, 49:5 (2017), pp. 1263-84; Lucy Mayblin, Mustafa Wake, and Mohsen Kazemi, ‘Necropolitics and the slow violence of
the everyday: Asylum seeker welfare in the postcolonial present, Sociology, 54:1 (2020), pp. 107-23; Vicki Squire, ‘Governing
migration through death in Europe and the US: Identification, burial and the crisis of modern humanism, European Journal
of International Relations, 23:3 (2017), pp. 513-32.
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Violence itself might be understood as an essentially contested concept.?® Violence can be con-
stituted as physical, structural, and systemic. A theorisation of everyday violence suggests placing
an individual within the context of their circumstances and experiences. Violence includes both
structures and agents: structural violence was conceived in peace studies and theorised by Galtung,
arguing that structural violence is present when social injustice prevents peace.”” In other words,
violence is not just the result of an agent enacting violence against an individual, but it happens as
a result of injustice and inequality in the world.*® While this violence is certainly important and
relevant, it can also be useful to delimit the definition of violence for the purposes of a particular
study: not to undermine the relevancy of the myriad forms of structural violence but instead to
add clarity to a specified form of violence as an outcome, even while acknowledging that such an
outcome is the result of a complex system of circumstances, forces, institutions, and individuals.

The conceptualisation of violence I adopt in this argument is informed by the World Health
Organization’s (WHO) Violence Prevention Alliance.*’ The WHO conceptualises interpersonal
violence as enacted by one individual against another. This violence can then be broken down into
categories of physical, sexual, psychological, or deprivation/neglect. This is further divided into
domestic space where the violence is carried out by a family or partner against a family (child or
elder) or partner; and community space where the violence might be carried out by either a stranger
or an acquaintance.’” The WHO also defines collective violence that is differentiated from interper-
sonal violence that happens in the community. Collective violence is identified as being enacted
by a group against a group. State violence would fall into community violence: international or
internal conflict, persecution or genocide, or targeted police violence all offer examples.

Here, I use these definitions as a starting point but consider where interpersonal violence can
be attributed to the state, that is, a collective actor. Drawing on Walby, who locates physical inter-
personal violence within a regime of violence that both deploys and regulates the use of violence,*
I consider state violence as part of the same regime as interpersonal violence. This regime relies on
legitimate state perpetration of violence; here, I pose that the deployment of state violence is a habit-
ual practice of ontological security. In this way, I speak to IR’s tendency to personify the state as a
means of elucidating how the state is a violent actor in ways that blur the categories of interpersonal
and collective violence. Yet I maintain that the state is a system of power itself that must reproduce
its legitimacy to use fatal violence through the use of fatal violence. While there are means in inter-
national law of identifying state violence against their own citizens, such as the Responsibility to
Protect (R2P) doctrine, it is more complex to identify the violence that states in general exercise
against people without citizenship or status in the context of international migration. This falls
plainly at the intersection of legal violence (constituting a group outside of the protection of the
law) and political violence (targeting a particular identity). This happens at the systemic level, with
the system of states holding the monopoly on legalised violence and perpetrating violence against
people who transgress these geographic containers. This systemic level violence falls within the
regime of violence, deploying the violence of the state (ostensibly) to regulate violence against the
state. Violence against migrants is necessary for the ontological security of the system: migrants
transgress by failing to comply with the sovereign bordering processes of the state. People who

*Willem De Haan, Violence as an Essentially Contested Concept in Sophie Body-Gendrot and Pieter Spierenburg (eds.)
Violence in Europe: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (Springer, New York USA, 2009).

Johan Galtung, ‘Violence, peace, and peace research;, Journal of Peace Research, 6:3 (1969), pp. 167-91.

*Paul Farmer, ‘An anthropology of structural violence, Current Anthropology, 45:3 (2004), pp. 305-25; Kathleen Ho,
‘Structural Violence as a Human Rights Violation, Essex Human Rights Review, 4:2 (2007). (University of Essex, 2007);
Alexandria J. Innes and Brent J. Steele, ‘Spousal visa law and structural violence: Fear, anxiety and terror of the everyday,
Critical Studies on Terrorism, 8:3 (2015), pp. 401-15, available at: {https://www.oalib.com/research/2846691}.

*'World Health Organization, ‘Violence Prevention Alliance, available at: {https://www.who.int/groups/violence-
prevention-alliance/about}.

**World Health Organization, ‘Violence Prevention Alliance.

*Sylvia Walby, Globalization and inequalities: Complexity and contested modernities, (Sage, 2009), available at: {https://
doi.org/10.4135/9781446269145}.
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migrate without state authorisation cannot be contained by the state and therefore are constituted
in this regime of violence as a threat to the state.

State violence against migrants

Borders are sites of violence, and that violence is inextricably tied to state-making. This encom-
passes ‘the modern geopolitical founding violence,* whereby historical border-making established
and consolidated power over territory that ultimately manifests in the contemporary world of
sovereign states. It also includes current conflict in defence of borders, where threat to a terri-
torial state legitimises the use of force, even when land appropriation is historically contested.”
In the context of migration, state violence is legitimised in the form of protecting borders from
unauthorised entries and from transnational crimes such as substance and people smuggling and
trafficking. These things are framed in security objectives, whereby the discourse of security gives
licence for the use of violence.’® Where the authority of the state to adopt violence is contested, the
ontological security of the state-as-being, as the unquestionable authoritative actor in international
politics, is under attack. This can be conceptualised as an exogenous force that provokes the state
to reinforce its authority in the world. Thus, acts of violence against migrants can be understood
as performative acts of ontological security. These performative acts may involve active violence
such as pushbacks,” physical assaults on migrants by border enforcement including via weapons
or beating,™ attacks by dogs,* detention, imprisonment, and removal from state territory* that
often involves physical and/or sexual violence*' or torture.*> Even explicit and coordinated bomb-
ing attacks on migrant boats were sanctioned by the UN Security Council in 2015.* Active violence
against migrants by the state has therefore been authorised by the highest international authority.

In addition to active violence, the performative violence of the state also includes conspicu-
ous passive violence, such as allowing boats to flounder and sink, resulting in mass drownings,

**Chiara Brambilla and Reece Jones, ‘Rethinking borders, violence, and conflict: From sovereign power to borderscapes as
sites of struggles, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 38:2 (2020), pp. 287-305.

**Brent J. Steele and Jacque L. Amoureux, “Justice is conscience”: Hizbollah, Israel, and the perversity of just war’, in Eric A.
Heinze and Brent J. Steele (eds), Ethics, Authority, and War: Non-State Actors and the Just War Tradition (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan US, 2009), pp. 177-203.

*M. V. Naidu, ‘Security, sovereignty, and intervention: Concepts and case studies, Peace Research, 34:1 (2002), pp. 33-58.

*’Jamal Barnes, “Torturous journeys: Cruelty, international law, and pushbacks and pullbacks over the Mediterranean
Sea, Review of International Studies, 48:3 (2022), pp. 441-60; Roberto Cortinovis, ‘Pushbacks and lack of accountability at
the Greek-Turkish borders’ Centre for European Policy Studies (2021), available at: {https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/
pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/}; Mariagiulia Giuffré, ‘State responsibility beyond bor-
ders: What legal basis for Italy’s push-backs to Libya?, International Journal of Refugee Law, 24:4 (2012), pp. 692-734.

*Ruben Andersson, ‘Hunter and prey: Patrolling clandestine migration in the Euro-African borderlands, Anthropological
Quarterly (2014), pp. 119-49; Pedro Paulo Orraca Romano and Francisco de Jests Corona Villavicencio, ‘Risk of death and
aggressions encountered while illegally crossing the US-Mexico border, Migraciones Internacionales, 7:3 (2014), pp. 9-41.

*Tarsis Brito, ‘Between race and animality: European borders, “colonial dogs”, and the policing of humanity, Review of
International Studies (2024), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000032}.

0 Agnieszka Radziwinowiczéwna, ‘Violence that builds sovereignty: The transnational violence continuum in deportation
from the United States), Journal of Ethnic & Migration Studies, 48:5 (2022), pp. 1095-112; Jodie Michelle Lawston and Martha
Escobar, ‘Policing, detention, deportation, and resistance: Situating immigrant justice and carcerality in the 21st century,
Social Justice, 36:2-116 (2009), pp. 1-6; Lisa Marie Borrelli and Annika Lindberg, ‘Paperwork performances: Legitimating
state violence in the Swedish deportation regime, Journal of Legal Anthropology, 3:2 (2019), pp. 50-69; Jukka Kononen, ‘Legal
geographies of irregular migration: An outlook on immigration detention, Population, Space and Place, 26:5 (2020), p. €2340.

*' Anna Ochoa O’Leary, ‘In the Footsteps of Spirits: Migrant women’s testimonios in a time of heightened border enforce-
ment, in Kathleen Staudt, Tony Payan and Z. Anthony Kruszewski (eds.) Human Rights along the US-Mexico Border: Gendered
Violence and Insecurity (University of Arizona Press, 2009), p. 91-112.

*Marta Guarch-Rubio, Steven Byrne, and Antonio L. Manzanero, ‘Violence and torture against migrants and refugees
attempting to reach the European Union through Western Balkans, Torture Journal, 30:3 (2020), pp. 67-83.

“Violeta Moreno-Lax and Efthymios Papastavridis, ‘Boat Refugees’ and Migrants at Sea: A Comprehensive Approach.
Integrating Maritime Security with Human Rights (Brill, Leiden, The Netherlands, 2016).
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preventing rescue efforts at sea** or on land,* and maintaining conditions of destitution, ill health,
and often violence against women and girls in informal migrant camp settings.*® That the state has
licence to carry out these acts of violence against migrants, and that this violence is endorsed and
accepted by other states, demonstrates ontological security maintenance at the level of the state in
international relations. This violence must remain uncontested and incontestable for the state to
retain its authority on the use of (fatal) violence. Hence, violence is a legitimate means of preventing
the transgression of sovereignty inherent in unauthorised border crossing While the endogenous
identity-security nexus may be subject to anxiety, constant ontological insecurity, and identity-
making practices, this exogenous process of state legitimacy constructs and maintains the state as
ontologically secure in the world, yet it is saturated with violence that is not declared as violence
but instead as security and propagates violence at the (global) systemic level.

Turning to the endogenous identity-security nexus in the context of violence against migrants
elucidates a constant reproduction of a cohesive internal identity narrative. While this internal
identity narrative cannot account for inequality; it also works to suppress non-normativity."” This
is most obvious in policies that seek to deter migrants. These policies appropriate violence in society
as a means of preventing immigration, while simultaneously justifying these policies as a neces-
sary means of constituting security in multiple forms: physical, biological, economic, and cultural.
Security-making practices include rituals such as processions, national anthems, and memorial
ceremonies.”® They also include everyday reiteration of the normative values of the state, such as
teaching ‘British values’ in civics classes, wearing poppies (and castigating those who do not) dur-
ing October and November in the UK, repeating the Pledge of Allegiance in US classrooms, or
more insidious practices such as rewarding normative behavioural ‘achievements’ (for example,
rewarding marriage with tax breaks).

In the context of migration, the UK’s hostile environment is an exemplary case in point for the
appropriation of violence by the state. This violence is enacted unequally across society, reward-
ing ‘good’ normative behaviour and punishing transgressions. It triangulates identity, citizenship,
and economic stability by preventing meaningful participation in society for anybody who cannot
successfully perform all of these aspects of belonging. The ontological security is remade through
identity, and that identity is securitised because only those who perform successfully in these other
aspects form part of the cohesive state identity. This includes being able to demonstrate ‘legal’
belonging to be able to access basic services such as bank accounts, providing evidence of pre-
existing economic stability (such as a fixed abode) to be able to access employment, and being

*“Charles Heller, Lorenzo Pezzani, and Maurice Stierl, ‘Disobedient sensing and border struggles at the maritime
frontier of EUrope, Spheres Journal for Digital Cultures, 4 (2017), available at: {https://spheres-journal.org/contribution/
disobedient-sensing-and-border-struggles-at-the-maritime-frontier-of-europe/}; Maurice Stierl, ‘A fleet of Mediterranean
border humanitarians, Antipode, 50 (2018), pp. 704-24; Maurizio Albahari, ‘After the shipwreck: Mourning and in the
Mediterranean, our sea, Social Research, 83:2 (2016), pp. 275-94.

“Estela Schindel, ‘Death by “nature”: The European border regime and the spatial production of slow violence, Environment
and Planning C: Politics and Space, 40:2 (2022), pp. 428-46; Lena Karamandidou and Bernd Kasparek, ‘From exception to
extra-legal normality: Pushbacks and racist state violence against people crossing the Greek-Turkish land border’, State Crime
Journal, 11 (2022), pp. 12-32 (p. 12).

“Ulrike Krause, ‘Violence against women in camps? Exploring links between refugee camp conditions and the prevalence
of violence), in Katharina Crepaz, Ulrich Becker, and Elisabeth Wacker (eds), Health in Diversity — Diversity in Health: (Forced)
Migration, Social Diversification, and Health in a Changing World (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien, 2020), pp. 187-208;
Kate Coddington, Deirdre Conlon, and Lauren L. Martin, ‘Destitution economies: Circuits of value in asylum, refugee, and
migration control, Annals of the American Association of Geographers, 110:5 (2020), pp. 1425-44.

“Innes, ‘Accounting for inequalities

“Jenny Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), available at: {https://
doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9780511840470}; Brent J. Steele, Alternative Accountabilities in Global Politics: The Scars of Violence
(London: Routledge, 2013), available at: {https://www.routledge.com/Alternative-Accountabilities-in-Global-Politics-The-
Scars-of-Violence/Steele/p/book/9780415632706}.
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able to demonstrate your historical eligibility for secondary and tertiary healthcare.*” In this way,
the punitive measures of the state in the context of the hostile environment can be understood
as a manifestation of an endogenous ontological security seeking. This is ontological (in)security
in nature, because it responds to the constant lack of a cohesive self. That this violence is uncon-
tested and framed as incontestable is what provides the crucial link between these violent bordering
practices and the ontological (in)security of the state, both internal and external.

The case study included here explores the state’s appropriation of violence by actively with-
drawing from migrant women standardised forms of violence prevention that are acknowledged as
crucial by the state. These are evidenced through a short case study of domestic homicide reviews
(DHRs).

Violence experienced by migrant women

It is worth acknowledging that there is an implicit understanding that the system of power that is
manifest in the state plays a role in protecting people at risk, and particularly vulnerable members
of society. Gender-based violence (including intimate partner and domestic violence) and sexual
violence is pervasive among people in insecure migration status.”® That it not to say that every
woman in insecure migration status is a victim of violence, but it is to say that probabilistically
the risk of experiencing violence is higher if you are in insecure migration status,” and that it
is common for women who experience violence while in insecure migration status to associate
that violence with their insecure status, that is, they consider violence to be a direct result of their
migration status.”

The state is rarely considered to be the perpetrator of this type of violence, in part because the
state is a system and violence against women, particularly intimate partner violence, is theorised as
interpersonal rather than systemic violence. Violence might be attributed to agents of the state, but
this is often produced as deviance.” The state might be considered a direct perpetrator in cases of
the most direct forms of violence such as we see at the border or in detention settings where agents
of the state use violence against migrants in their care, or in the context of structural and systemic
violence.

Here, I focus on interpersonal violence and tracing the complex intersections to build an
argument that interpersonal violence, specifically intimate partner and domestic violence against
migrant women, can and should be in part attributed to the state. While I do not intend to person-
ify the state, I do attribute state responsibility for permitting this form of interpersonal violence.
I base this on the exemplary case study of the UK, to suggest that the state, embodied in Home
Office decisions and policies over time, (knowingly and deliberately) entraps migrant women in
violent circumstances as part of the series of immigration deterrence policies known as the hostile
environment.

There is very little in the scope of international law and organisation to protect women against
gender-based violence, with the exception of UNSC Resolution 1325, which offers women protec-
tion from conflict-related sexual violence. The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and

*Matthew Wallace, Ben Wilson, and Frances Darlington-Pollock, ‘Social inequalities experienced by children of immi-
grants across multiple domains of life: A case study of the Windrush in England and Wales, Comparative Migration Studies,
10:1 (2022), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-022-00293-1}.

**Innes et al., ‘Prevalence of physical violence against people in insecure migration status’; Alexandria Innes, Annie Bunce,
Hannah Manzur and Natalia V. Lewis, ‘Experiences of violence while in insecure migration status: A qualitative evidence
synthesis, Globalization and Health, 20:83 (2024), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-024-01085-1}.

*'McAdam, ‘Combating violence against migrants’; Andreas Rigoni, PACE—Resolution 2128 (2016)—Violence against
Migrants’ (2016), available at: {https://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=22980&lang=en}.

**Innes et al., ‘Experiences of violence while in insecure migration status’

> Alexandria Innes, ‘Migration, vulnerability, and experiences of insecurity: Conceptualising insecure migration status,
Social Sciences, 12:10 (2023), 540, available at: {https://doi.org/10.3390/socscil12100540}.


https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-022-00293-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-024-01085-1
https://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=22980%26lang=en
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci12100540
https://doi.org/10.1017/S026021052500004X

https://doi.org/10.1017/5026021052500004X Published online by Cambridge University Press

Review of International Studies 11

combating violence against women and domestic violence, known as the Istanbul Convention,
recognises the need to articulate protections against domestic violence, although several signato-
ries, including the UK, have signed with a specified reservation against extending protections to
migrants. According to available data, a staggering 36 per cent of murders of women worldwide
are committed by an intimate partner.”* Domestic violence (DV) and intimate partner violence
(IPV) of course can affect any woman. Studies of risk factors for DV propose several different risk
factors such as youth, lower level of education, alcohol and drug abuse, and historic victimhood,
yet there is no accepted risk profile.”® An estimated 35 per cent of women worldwide have experi-
enced either physical or sexual intimate partner violence (IPV) or sexual violence by a non-sexual
partner.® This is of course a huge proportion of the global population, yet there is no immigration
law to protect a person fleeing gender-based violence. For example, gender-based violence in asy-
lum and refugee claims must be constituted and delimited in the ‘social group’ category. Gender
is not one of the five protected nexus reasons for persecution, which are race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group, and political opinion.”

While the state provides security from violence, this tends to be in the context of violence in
public spaces and conflict-related violence. Limiting security from violence to violence that is typ-
ically biased towards men and/or constructed as masculine obscures the effects of intimate partner
violence and violence against women and girls. In this way, security studies reproduce gender
inequality.

Domestic Homicide Reviews

In several high-income countries, including the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
Portugal, and England and Wales, the state adopts specific responsibilities in the context of pro-
tecting women from domestic violence. These responsibilities are expressed in Domestic Violence
Fatality Reviews (DVFR) or, in England and Wales, Domestic Homicide Reviews (DHR). The
practice emerged in the United States in the 1990s, then expanded internationally to a handful
of countries.”® The aim of a DHR is to ascertain what interventions could have been taken place to
prevent domestic homicides, ultimately to draw attention to domestic violence and prevent future
deaths.” This involves scrutinising state-provided services such as police and healthcare, social
services, community organisations that had contact with the victim and/or perpetrator such as
religious organisations, or community services such as childrens centres. In this context, the defi-
nition of ‘the state’ is dispersed and fragmented; indeed, as Rowlands demonstrates in an analysis
of policy documents, DHRs ‘were not represented as the act of a singular sovereign state’*

In the statutory guidance for England and Wales, state actors include local constabularies, GPs
and urgent care or accident and emergency settings, and agencies that are governed by the relevant
local authority.® The local authority is the level of government that is responsible for carrying out

*Joanne C. Hopkins and Amira Assami, ‘Uncharted territory review) Public Health Wales NHS Trust (2021).

**Marianne Flury and Elisabeth Nyberg, ‘Domestic violence against women: Definitions, epidemiology, risk factors and
consequences, Swiss Medical Weekly, 140:3536 (2010), pp. w13099-w13099.

**Hopkins and Assami, ‘Uncharted territory review’

’Karen Musalo, Jennifer Moore, Richard A. Boswell and Annie Daher, Refugee Law and Policy: A Comparative and
International Approach (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2018).

**James Rowlands, ‘Constructing fatality review: A policy analysis of the emergence of Domestic Homicide Reviews in
England and Wales, Violence against Women, 28:15-16 (2022), pp. 3657-80.

*Rowlands, ‘Constructing fatality review’; Lyndal Bugeja, Myrna Dawson, Sara-Jane McIntyre, Carolyn Walsh.
‘Domestic/family violence death reviews: An international comparison, Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 16:2 (2015), pp. 179-87.

“Rowlands, ‘Constructing fatality review’, p. 3663.

' UK Home Office, ‘Multi-Agency Statutory Guidance for the Conduct of Domestic Homicide Reviews’ (2016), available at:
{https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/revised-statutory-guidance-for-the-conduct-of-domestic-homicide-reviews}.
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and publishing the DHR. Nevertheless, the Home Office establishes the statutory guidance, reviews
the finalised documents for compatibility with the objectives, and is currently in the process of
standardising the publication of DHRs to better achieve comparability across cases (as of June
2023).

A DHR is typically initiated by the police force in the area in which the homicide happened,
who must action the review in communication with the Community Safety Partnership for the
local authority in which the victim was resident or habitually residing, at the time of the homicide.
The statutory guidance names agencies ‘with a key role to play in the review process” including
‘housing associations and social landlords, HM Prison Service, HM Courts and Tribunals Service,
GPs, dentists, and teachers’®*

The DHR represents the point at which the state adopts and reflects on its responsibility to
protect people who are victims of DV and IPV. Since 2011, there have been four clear objectives
applied to DHRs: these are (1) establish what lessons can be learnt from each homicide; (2) identify
lessons for collaboration between agencies; (3) apply these lessons to service providers; and (4)
prevent future domestic homicides.®’ It should be noted that while this is applied in all cases of
domestic violence, the victims of domestic homicide are disproportionately female: for example,
in a recent mixed methods analysis of DHRs in England and Wales, 81 per cent of victims were
female overall,** and 89 per cent of victims were female in cases where either victim or perpetrator
was of a Black or minoritised identity group.®®

The relationship between migration - or insecure migration status — and risk of domestic vio-
lence is not well established with statistical evidence. The reason behind this is that reporting of
domestic violence when in insecure migration status is disincentivised by the associated or per-
ceived risk of loss of status or removal.®® This is also enhanced by intersectional race and ethnicity
characteristics that are linked to a distrust of authorities, and therefore fear and mistrust of support
services,” and is compounded in the UK by policies associated with the hostile environment that
pertain specifically to named agencies in the DHR statutory guidance. For example, across DHRs
it is common to see health records from GP visits, interactions with police, interactions with social
services such as adult social care, and interactions with mental health services. A study of 141
DHRs in England and Wales identified the following agencies as informing reviews: Domestic
violence and abuse (DVA)-specific services, police, Refuge (the largest UK domestic violence
support service, comprising a network of specialist services including refuge accommodation),
housing support services, legal support and advice services, physical health care services, educa-
tion, women’s centres, substance misuse services, children’s services, adult social care services, and
Multi-Agency Risk-Assessment Conference (MARAC). Two of the main points of intervention
against domestic violence on the part of the state are through policing and healthcare, yet the state
actively restricts access to these things for migrant women. The next subsections details what these
restrictions look like in the UK specifically.

Restrictions on policing

Between May and August 2020, there were 357 police telephone referrals to the Home Office on the
basis of immigration infraction. All of these referrals were victims of domestic abuse who reported

?UK Home Office, ‘Multi-Agency Statutory Guidance’,

63Myrna Dawson (ed.), Domestic Homicide and Death Reviews: An International Perspective (London: Palgrave MacMillan,
2017).

#Khatidja Chantler, Rachel Robbins, Victoria Baker, Nicky Stanley. ‘Learning from Domestic Homicide Reviews in England
and Wales, Health & Social Care in the Community, 28:2 (2020), pp. 485-93.

®Khatidja Chantler, Kelly Bracewell, Victoria Baker et al., ‘An analysis of minoritisation in Domestic Homicide Reviews in
England and Wales,, Critical Social Policy, 43:4 (2023), pp. 602-25.

®Merry Morash, Hoan Bui, Yan Zhang, Kristy Holtfreter. ‘Risk factors for abusive relationships: A study of Vietnamese
American immigrant women, Violence against Women, 13:7 (2007), pp. 653-75.
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that abuse to the police.®® While there is little verifiable data available, a recent report in The Detail
suggests that the Police Service of Northern Ireland alone reported around 40 people per day to the
Home Office on the basis of suspected immigration infraction, including victims and witnesses.”
This suggests the scale of reporting across the UK could number in the thousands per day.

The police guidance document on sharing data with the Home Office tells us: ‘Sharing infor-
mation on an individual may assist the police and Home Office in the discharge of their respective
functions. There is a clear public interest in a joined-up approach to upholding the law” In this
context, the public interest is assessed at the national level. The national level does not take into
account the needs of people in insecure immigration status who are vulnerable to abuse. The
‘joined-up’ approach is in the sense of upholding the law, rather that protecting people experi-
encing violence from explicit harm. People in insecure migration status are positioned as outside
of, rather than part of, ‘the public; and therefore their interests are not considered as relevant to the
public interest. Indeed, as detailed above, migrants are often constituted as a threat to the public
interest.”! The police guidance is clear that their first purpose in responding to the report of a crime
is to investigate that crime — not to investigate the reporter’s, witness’s or victim’s immigration sta-
tus. Nevertheless, if they come to suspect that a person is an immigration offender, the operational
guidance directs them to share that information with the Home Office. This does not mean that
the Home Office will act on the information. Nevertheless, even if the Home Office does nothing,
the person is left less secure in their status than they were before and less likely to take the same
action — contacting the police - a second time. Policing is a key service that women can access to
find protection against domestic violence and is a key place where the state recognises its own role
in protecting women from domestic violence and IPV. The availability of policing is restricted for
women in insecure migration status.

Restrictions on healthcare

The Home Office has implemented various reaches into the NHS to access health data for people
in insecure migration status. The NHS Information System started providing identity data to the
Home Office in 2005. This data sharing was suspended in 2018 due to the obvious health risks
of people failing to seek needed healthcare due to a fear of removal. Nonetheless, a fence around
the NHS has been constructed via a paywall for people in temporary or insecure immigration
status. The 2014 Immigration Act introduced an NHS visa surcharge of £200 per year. This was
subsequently raised to £624, and then in February 2024 to £1,035 per year of the visa. People with
no recourse to public funds must pay the surcharge, and people in certain statuses or without
status can also be charged for secondary or tertiary care. Anyone who is considered ‘not ordinarily
resident in the UK, which would include people with undocumented statuses, must pay 150% of
the cost of care for NHS hospital treatment. The NHS can report any unpaid charges to the Home
Office, creating a link between immigration policing and access to healthcare.”

Between 2005 and 2018, NHS Digital and its precursors (the NHS Information Centre and
the Health and Social Care Information Centre) passed patient personal data to the Home Office,
including present and past addresses and information on GP registration, for the express purpose

®Immigration Enforcement Secretariat, ‘Freedom of Information Act request 60531” (26 October 2020), whatdotheyknow.
com, available at: {https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/police_referrals_to_command_and/response/1664885/attach/
3/60531%20Atkinson.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1}.

%Luke Butterly, ‘PSNI reported tens of thousands of migrant victims and witnesses of crime to immigration authorities, The
Detail (11 April 2024), available at: {https://www.thedetail.tv/articles/psni-reported-tens-of-thousands-of-migrant-victims-
and-witnesses-of-crime-to-immigration-authorities}.

""National Police Chiefs’ Council, ‘Information sharing with the Home Office, Guidance, 2024.

Innes, ‘When the threatened become the threat.

UK Government, ‘Charging overseas visitors in England: Guidance for providers of NHS services, Department of Health
and Social Care (December 2024).
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of immigration enforcement. The Home Office insisted that tracing ‘illegal immigrants’ was cru-
cial to the public interest.”” However, public health experts and health practitioners argues that
this is in fact detrimental to public health: data sharing creates a disincentive for already highly
vulnerable people to access healthcare. This puts their own health at risk but also affects the treat-
ment of infectious diseases, hence producing a greater public risk. Ring-fencing healthcare fosters
inequality, which is also well established as detrimental to health.”* Avoiding care for progressive
conditions also increases the need for emergency medical interventions later. Pregnant women in
particular are left particularly vulnerable if they feel unable to access healthcare and support.

While data sharing was halted in 2018, pending review, charges for secondary and tertiary care
for immigrants remain in place. Charging immigrants for ongoing and necessary healthcare pro-
duces a similar dynamic to data sharing in the sense that it deters people from seeking healthcare
or causes people to postpone seeking healthcare until the situation is an emergency. Furthermore,
the role of the NHS - providing necessary healthcare - is explicitly weaponised against migrants.
Using the NHS without authorisation or having an unpaid charge outstanding (even if an invoice
was never issued or an immigrant was not told they were eligible to pay) are grounds for immediate
refusal of an application for leave to remain in the UK and have also been used as a grounds for
refusal of leave to enter.”” Hence, while formal data sharing between the NHS and the Home Office
has been curtailed, the Home Office can still compel access to NHS charges and payment and uses
this as a means of excluding immigrants.

GPs are a named entity in DHRs and are often a key point of contact for identifying domestic
abuse. While people in insecure status can safely access GP services, they may be deterred from
doing so because of the risk of being charged in the case of referrals for secondary care, or the risk
of facing immigration enforcement as a result of unpaid charges, even when these charges were
unexpected.

Restrictions on specialist services

Specialist services are the leading form of protection for women experiencing domestic abuse, and
while they are not provided by the state, they are delivered through and underpinned by social
welfare services. Women in insecure migration status with no recourse to public funds (NRPF)
have severely limited access to these services, meaning that they are often unable to leave an abusive
relationship without risking destitution and homelessness. NRPF is a mandatory visa stipulation
for most types of visa, including spousal visas. The UK actively blocks support for migrant women
victims of domestic violence; for example, as a signatory of the Istanbul Convention, also known
as the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and
Domestic Violence, the UK maintains a reservation on Article 59. This article specifies that states
must take the necessary legislative measures to protect victims whose residence in the country
depends on that of their (abusive) spouse or partner.”® Currently, the UK has no commitment to
protect women in insecure migration status, including women on spousal visas or dependent visas
that rely on the status of an abusive spouse. While there are potential routes to protection available
to some women with no recourse, these are complex and rely on legal advice, and legal aid is limited

Colin Leys, ‘How trustworthy is NHS Digital?, Centre for Health and the Public Interest blog (6 March 2017), available
at: {https://chpi.org.uk/blog/how-trustworthy-is-nhs-digital/}.

7*Pravin Matthew and Donka Mirtcheva Brodersen, ‘Income inequality and health outcomes in the United States: An empir-
ical analysis, The Social Science Journal, 55:4 (2018), pp. 432-42; Eliza K. Pavalko and Jennifer Caputo, ‘Social inequality and
health across the life course, American Behavioral Scientist, 57:8 (2013), pp. 1040-56; Kate E. Pickett and Richard G. Wilkinson,
‘Income inequality and health: A causal review’, Social Science & Medicine, 128 (2015), pp. 316-26.

7*Nath Gbikpi, ‘General grounds for refusal: Owing a debt to the NHS; Free Movement blog (29 July 2020), available at:
{https://vcq7vmgdjp.wpdns.site/general-grounds-refusal-owing-debt-nhs/}.

7SCouncil of Europe, ‘Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic
Violence (CETS No. 210), CETS No. 210 § (2014), available at: {https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-listtmodule=
treaty-detail&treatynum=210}.
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and difficult to access. Hence, migrant women face a significant barrier in accessing protection even
at this crucial point of seeking it.

Specialist services do advise on the pathways to support for migrant women that are available,
often referring women to specialist by-and-for services. Yet these pathways are often complex,
baroque, and opaque: they both depend on knowledge of current status, which victims of abuse
may not have access to, and permit a concession route to lift NRPF for victims of abuse. However,
the concession limits access to public funds to just three months, during which time an application
for leave to remain must be launched if the individual wants to remain in the country. The appli-
cation must also include substantial evidence of abuse, and if made after a status has expired can
be subject to refusal with no right of appeal. These limitations on the concession involve a degree
of risk that must be assumed by the migrant victim of abuse and therefore have limited use for
women who have been subject to immigration abuse that has restricted their access to immigration
documents and passport or that has resulted in lapsed status.”” In summary, the laws preventing
access to public funds for migrant women in insecure status further expose them to prolonged and
escalating abuse in cases of domestic violence.”

Weaponising domestic violence?

Public Health Wales recognises the fact that there is no Home Office policy to recognise and sup-
port women seeking asylum or in other insecure statuses who are experiencing domestic violence
as a key public health concern.” Women with NRPF can often not seek support from specialised
services unless those services are designed specifically for women with no recourse. In these cases,
services are often under-funded and lack institutional economic security.*

Facing the threat of charges for NHS secondary and tertiary care often propels women away
from healthcare, which means there are fewer opportunities for detection of violence. Police report
people suspected to be without secure migration cases to the Home Office (at officer/constabu-
lary discretion) even when they are the victims of crimes. This means women are unlikely to report
domestic violence if in insecure status or if their status relies on the relationship with the abuser.
Police records of domestic violence are considered a key point of potential state intervention to
prevent domestic violence and consequent fatalities, yet these are knowingly restricted for migrant
women. The key informants that identify, recognise, support, and act to help women who experi-
ence domestic and intimate partner violence are not available to migrant women. The state, using
law, policy, visa stipulations, standardised practices, and data-sharing agreements between agencies
actively prevents migrant women from accessing these services.

Violence against migrant women sits within the intersection of (a) domestic and intimate part-
ner violence, which is well recognised as a problem at the state level and has been identified within
policing and other systems and institutions, and (b) border violence - the fact that migrant women
are not offered the same (even if meagre) protection that is offered to citizen women is another
means of devaluing the lives of migrants. Most of the policies that lead to increased risk of vio-
lence are part of the hostile environment in the UK. They are actively designed to produce a hostile
space. The DHR process recognises particular interactions with agencies, institutions of the state,
and services subject to funding from the state as mechanisms of intervention in cases of domes-
tic violence that are points at which a domestic homicide might be prevented. The state’s own

”7Ravi Thiara, ‘Safe and secure: The No Recourse Fund. Report of findings, Southall Black Sisters (2019), available at: {https://
southallblacksisters.org.uk/app/uploads/2023/01/safe-secure-report.pdf}.

Rebecca Gail Dudley, ‘Domestic abuse and women with “no recourse to public funds”: The state’s role in shaping and
reinforcing coercive control, Families, Relationships and Societies, 6:2 (2017), pp. 201-17.

Hopkins and Assami, ‘Uncharted territory review’

% Annie Bunce, Sophie Carlisle, and Estela Capelas Barbosa, “The concept and measurement of interpersonal violence in
specialist services data: Inconsistencies, outcomes and the challenges of synthesising evidence), Social Sciences, 12:7 (2023),
366.
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review mechanism underscores the importance of access to these agencies and services. Yet poli-
cies, laws, and standardised practices within stage agencies actively deny these key interactions
to migrant women. Acknowledgement of these crucial interventions and their lack of extension
to migrant women was presented and debated by the Joint Committee on the Draft Domestic
Abuse Bill 2019, but the Act that was passed in 2021 failed to incorporate the suggested amend-
ment to protect migrant women.* The state prevents migrant women from access to these possible
points of intervention that are determined as crucial by an arm of the state itself (in local author-
ity Domestic Homicide Reviews), and acknowledged in parliamentary discourse preceding the
most recent Domestic Abuse Act. Migrant women are vulnerable to ongoing domestic abuse and
face prolonged exposure to violence and escalating risk. In this way, the state weaponises domestic
violence as an immigration deterrent, adopting violence against migrant women as a tool of the
state.

State violence and ontological (in)security

This case study of state violence against migrant women is a means of speaking across the
exogenous and endogenous forces reproducing the state, via the ontological (in)security that (1)
undergirds the unit of the state as the sovereign with the authority on the use of force, and (2) is
constantly sought by the various agencies and bureaucracies of the fragmented state, in pursuit of
a coherent national self that is justified in its use of force.

The exogenous process of ontological security is expressed through wanton violence against
migrants, and the use of this violence reinforces the state as an authoritative international actor,
providing the illusion of a self with agency to act against threats to its existence. The endogenous
insecurity that is constantly manifest in the lack of a self able to reflect the cohesive identity unit
that is performed internationally makes violence an acceptable security practice internal to the
state in addition to its use in border, transnational, and international zones. These two forces work
together: state authority to use violence is performed in explicit acts of violence against migrants,
and in conspicuous passive acts of refusing to prevent violence and death. Migrants are constructed
as a threat to state security to explain the use of violence against migrants, yet the actual threat is
always potential rather than physical, evoking the anxiety narratives of ontological security.®* The
use of violence against migrants within the state is a sanctioned response to the potential threat,
undergirded by the performative violence of the state against migrants at and beyond the borders
that, along with other manifestations of violence, maintains the position of the sovereign state as
the primary provider of ontological security.

The endogenous security narrative within the state is a product of anxiety, constituting threat
and ontological insecurity because state identity at the level of society must suppress non-
normative identities to maintain the ever-incomplete illusion of the cohesive unitary self. The
remaking of national identity is always ontologically insecure because the self of the state is a pro-
cess rather than a static entity. Acts of violence both reproduce and respond to the constitution of
ontological security and insecurity simultaneously. This replicates Bigo’s Mobius ribbon analogy of
internal and external security that together produces migrants as a multidimensional threat to the
state that exists continuously at and beyond the borders as an external Other, and inside the state
as a scapegoated internal Other.®

Ultimately, the ontological security approach in this context offers an understanding as to why
this obvious and endemic violence against migrants and violence against migrant women in par-
ticular is (mostly) uncontested and unproblematised. The example of Domestic Homicide Reviews

870int Committee on the Draft Domestic Abuse Bill, ‘Draft Domestic Abuse Bill’ (2019); Adrienne Yong, ‘Between a rock
and a hard Place: Domestic abuse and being a migrant woman in England and Wales, Justice, Power and Resistance, (published
online ahead of print 2024) available at: {https://doi.org/10.1332/26352338Y2024D000000028}.

82Kinnvall and Mitzen, ‘Anxiety, fear, and ontological security in world politics.

83Bigo, “The Mobius ribbon of internal and external security(ies)
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makes this clear: these are the state’s own assessment criteria for missed interventions in violence.
Yet the key possibilities for intervention — policing and healthcare specifically - are actively and
consciously denied to migrant women as part of the deterrent policies of the state. While there
are of course various manifestations of state power at play here (immigration policy, the Home
Office, the local authorities, police constabularies, the National Health Service, and the various
healthcare trusts), they each form part of the fragmented system of power that leaves migrant
women more vulnerable to domestic violence and domestic homicide than non-migrant women.
As stated above, the vulnerability of migrant women was raised unequivocally to policymakers by
the Parliamentary Joint Committee on the Draft Domestic Abuse Bill in 2019 and 2020 in the UK.**
Yet the amendment to the bill that would extend the same protections to migrant women as were
afforded citizen women was not included in the final Domestic Abuse Act of 2021. This cannot be
explained by oversight: it was policy by design, with the objective of immigration deterrence in the
context of the hostile environment. This is an example of the state as a system of power weaponising
domestic violence as mode of immigration deterrence.

The state ‘self” relies simultaneously on the ontological security of the state as the sovereign unit
in the world, combined with the ontological insecurity of an internally remade and remaking state
identity, which in this instance creates a recipe for continuous and incontestable violence against
migrant women. Migrant women collectively become a symbolic non-normative identity that is
produced in opposition to the normative state identity, necessary for the process and performance
of ontological security.

Video Abstract. To view the online video abstract, please visit: https://doi.org/10.1017/5026021052500004X.
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